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ABSTRACT

Navigating College While Homeless:
A Phenomenological Inquiry of the Young Adult Experience
by
Bertha Fountain
Advisor: Nancy Giunta
Purpose: The study aimed to understand the perspectives of students in college who were
homeless. The research question guiding this inquiry was: How do young adults describe their
experience of being homeless while in college?
Method: Qualitative research using a phenomenological approach guided this descriptive
inquiry. Interviews were held with 10 students from three CUNY Community Colleges and the
data was analyzed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. Resilience theory helped to
understand the barriers along with the strengths and adaptive responses of the students.
Results: Students experienced unstable and inadequate sleeping arrangements and food
insecurity along with their academic responsibilities. Homelessness impacted their ability to do
their classwork. Finding a quiet place to study and internet access off-campus was difficult.
Many were also working or looking for work which added to their burden. These pressures
impacted their mental health and students were discreet about disclosing their homeless status.
Despite these challenges, students viewed homelessness as a temporary, surmountable challenge
and had positive expectations for their future. They were determined to persist and viewed
college as a pathway out of homelessness. Students identified their needs and made
recommendations related to housing and financial assistance, and targeted services for students
experiencing homelessness.
Conclusion: Existing campus support programs do not adequately address the complex issues
students who are homeless face. The landscape has changed, and more students are experiencing
basic needs insecurity, and homelessness due to the COVID-19 pandemic. These underserved
students require a learning environment that enables all students to persist and complete college.
This research contributes to a better understanding of homelessness at CUNY campuses and
makes recommendations for practice and policy. More research is required to develop
specifically tailored and context-appropriate interventions.
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Chapter 1 Problem Formulation
Young adults who experience homelessness face risks that may have lifelong negative
repercussions for them. Research on this population has primarily adopted a deficit focus, failing
to consider that youth who experience homelessness can manage challenges and problems and
pursue successful routes to adulthood. It has been suggested that higher education is an essential
pathway out of homelessness for young people and it could improve a person’s station in life
(Goldstein, 2012). When homeless young adults attend college, however, there are a variety of
factors that may complicate their lives, including residential instability, food insecurity, and lack
of financial resources. The challenges of pursuing shelter may interfere with their participation
in their educational pursuits (Hallett, 2010). There is limited research on how youth
experiencing homelessness utilize college to transition into a more stable future. The purpose of
this dissertation was to understand the experiences of college students experiencing
homelessness. This chapter provides an introduction, context, and scope of homelessness among
young adults and the use of education to transition out of homelessness. It concludes with a
description of this dissertation research. Subsequent chapters of the dissertation include a
literature review covering the education of homeless children and young adults, and the role of
education in transitioning into adulthood and out of homelessness. This is followed by the
theoretical framework, methodology, findings and discussion, and the conclusion and
recommendations.
Homeless Youth
Definition
Youth who experience homelessness are not a homogenous group, they are subjected to
high degrees of residential instability that may be episodic, transitional, or temporary. They
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experience different types of homelessness, such as living doubled up, residing in shelters, or
living in motels, with their family or on their own (McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act,
2015). Homelessness also looks different for migratory and undocumented youth.
“Unaccompanied youth,” “runaways,” “street youth,” “travelers’, and “grunge kids” are all
labels used to identify youth experiencing homelessness. Most of these labels emphasize the
negative risks they pose to themselves or others (Karabanow, 2004). However, these categories
do not capture the range of experiences they have or adequately explain why they are homeless.
Reasons for Homelessness
In addition to structural and societal factors, there are many other pathways to
homelessness for young people. Karabanow (2004) suggests, “the majority of street youth are
running away from problematic situations rather than running toward the street” (p. 4). For
young people, “running away” happens for many reasons. Some run away to escape their
biological parents, foster care, or institutional care. Other youths are homeless because their
parents are homeless. They also may leave to be on their own. Whether young people willingly
leave or are pushed out of their homes, they lack stable residences. Youth experiencing
homelessness typically come from families in crisis (Hyde, 2005; Martinez, 2006). Many have
also experienced family conflict, physical abuse, neglect, or sexual abuse (Edidin et al., 2012).
Research details the relationship between running away and exposure to abuse, parental
mental illness, substance abuse, and other dysfunctions within the family (Martinez, 2006).
Maladaptive interactions and family disorganization, including domestic violence and parental
criminal activity, were also described in a study examining reasons for homelessness among
youth from four midwestern states (Tyler, 2006). Another study of youth who experience
homelessness that accessed federally funded shelter services builds upon this research by
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revealing sexual and child abuse as the reason why many young people flee their homes (McRee,
2008). Young people also enter the homeless life due to familial rejections because of their
sexual orientation, the search for adventure, or being influenced negatively by peers and others
(Jones, 1988). The reasons for homelessness among young people are multifaceted.
Prevalence of Youth Homelessness
The phenomenon of homelessness among young people is shifting and becoming more
complex. The University of Chicago – Chapin Hall report on youth homelessness estimated that
one in ten young adults, 3.5 million (18-25 years of age), experienced a form of homelessness
over 12 months (Morton et al., 2017). The 2019 Annual Homeless Assessment Report indicates
that on a single night in January 2019, there were 107,059 homeless children under the age of 18
and 45,629 young adults (18-24 years old), representing a third of all homeless people (U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development [HUD], 2019). People who identify as Black or
Hispanic/Latinx are disproportionately affected by homelessness (Coalition for the Homeless,
2021). Young people experiencing homelessness and housing instability in New York City are
overwhelmingly youth of color (95%), gay, lesbian, bisexual, or queer/questioning (42%), and
transgender/gender non-binary (8%) (Morton et al., 2017). A 2018 New York City Point in
Time study counted 725 homeless unaccompanied youth under the age of 24 (unsheltered, in
drop-in centers, shelters, and supportive housing sites) (New York City Center for Innovation
through Data Intelligence, 2018). This study did not, however, include youth under the age of 24
in shelters with their adult parents.
These figures, however, are estimates, and the methodologies used to establish the rate of
homelessness vary. Nonetheless, there is ample evidence documenting the high number of
young people aged 18-24 who are homeless and the severity of this problem (National Alliance
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to End Homelessness, 2012). These statistics are alarming because they suggest that young
adults are one of the fastest-growing segments of the homeless population.
Context
Homelessness in the United States is a complex and perplexing problem that does not
exist in isolation or solely within the individual. Context matters when discussing homelessness,
and societal factors and structural conditions, can place youth at a greater or lesser risk of
homelessness. Some of the macro-level conditions contributing to homelessness include
economic and housing demographic trends, and policy shifts (Wright et al., 2008). Lack of
access to affordable housing and poverty are the primary causes of homelessness among families
(Coalition for the Homeless, 2021; Burt, 2017). Within New York City, the Center for
Economic Opportunity in New York City reported that 42.2% of New Yorkers live 150% below
the poverty line (Center for Economic Opportunity, 2016). Also, labor market conditions,
employment opportunities, and lack of skills and training to compete in the job market are other
factors that increase the likelihood of homelessness. Because homelessness is an undesirable
societal problem, those who are homeless are often stigmatized and categorized solely by their
lack of housing. However, the reasons for youth homelessness are complicated.
The developmental contexts of youth experiencing homelessness can differ substantially
over time. More often, their life structure changes because of the temporary nature of their
residential context, relationships, and support system. Regardless of how they experience it,
when young people become homeless, they often are not prepared to manage the social and
economic tasks associated with being on their own (Busen & Engebretson, 2008). They may
face a variety of negative life challenges that they are not equipped to deal with because, in most
cases, they come from chaotic environments (Karabanow, 2008). Homelessness is a
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destabilizing condition that physically, mentally, emotionally, financially, and academically
affects young people. Youth experiencing homelessness face unacceptable risks that jeopardize
their futures, including scarce resources (food, housing, money); further, the odds of perpetuating
a cycle of poverty and homelessness are against them (Rafferty et al., 2004).
Scope of the Problem
Homeless Young Adults at the City University of New York
The City University of New York #Real College Survey (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2019)
examined homelessness among City University of New York (CUNY) students and found 14%
were homeless. An earlier study by the Campaign for a Healthy CUNY, conducted in 2010
found that over 41% reported that they were housing unstable and 1.2% of those sampled lived
in a shelter (Tsui et al., 2011). Homeless students at CUNY survive in an environment with over
241,080 students who attend the 24 schools that are part of the CUNY system (CUNY-Office of
Institutional Research and Assessment, 2019). Because youth experiencing homelessness are not
necessarily identified as such when they enter a CUNY school, college administrators may not
be aware of the extent of the homeless student population on their campuses.
It is difficult to identify this population and understand their unique strengths and needs
unless they self-identify and disclose their homeless status. Homeless students are a hidden
population in college and those young adults who can enter college exhibit determination,
strength, and resilience despite the challenges they face. There is no national-level data on
homeless college students other than that provided by students who file as homeless on the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form (Field, 2015). Research on basic needs
insecurity in higher education has helped to illuminate homelessness on college campuses
(Crutchfield & Maguire, 2018; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018). There is limited research on the
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postsecondary educational pathways of youth experiencing homelessness, and how the instability
of homelessness affects their ability to attend college. More specifically, the literature provides
little information about their lived experiences while in college, and how they address their
everyday circumstances. The National Center for Homeless Education (2012) suggests that
research should address homeless college students. The lack of understanding of this
population’s educational experiences and how they manage their lives while in school
underscores the importance of this study.
Theoretical Perspective
To understand the effects of youth who experience homelessness, researchers have
focused primarily on the risks that homeless young adults pose to themselves or others (Bessant,
2001) and the resultant behaviors, such as involvement in criminal activities and the street
economy (Yoder et al., 2014), substance abuse (Tompsett et al., 2013), mental health problems
(Rattelade et al., 2014), engagement in sexual risk behaviors (Heerde et al., 2015), and
involvement in negative social networks (Rice et al., 2005). Historically, the theoretical and
conceptual frameworks used to study youth experiencing homelessness have focused on these
social problems and their detrimental and undesirable outcomes and have not considered a
strengths perspective that people can overcome and adapt to adversity and that experiencing
stress does not mean an individual cannot function or improve their outcome. What is lacking in
the research is a conceptual model for understanding the ability of youth experiencing
homelessness to adapt and adjust to their condition. Resilience theory provides an alternative
perspective by providing a framework for how individuals construct and make sense of their
experiences while also acknowledging their internal struggles and the external forces that
negatively impact their lives (Rutter, 1987; Luthar, 1993; Ungar, 2005). Resilience is present in
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situations where one would expect negative outcomes and refers to the ability to bounce back
and adapt to adverse conditions. Resilience-focused research recognizes both the positive and
negative dimensions of diverse adaptative and survival strategies among youth experiencing
homelessness. A resilience framework will be used in this study to gain a better understanding
of the phenomenon (academic resilience) of homelessness among college students.
Research Question
This study sought to understand the higher education journey of homeless young adults
and how these students make sense of their experiences in a postsecondary educational setting.
The following research question served as the basis of this inquiry: How do young adults
describe their experience of being homeless while in college? Qualitative research was essential
for this type of inquiry. Its methods are highly suitable for building an understanding of
complex, multifaceted experiences (Shepherd et al., 2010) and provide depth and detail about
what is, in this case, a critically under-explored phenomenon (Patton, 2002). This descriptive
study utilized Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as its methodology.
Significance of the Study
An increasing number of college students experience housing instability and food
insecurity (US Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2015). For many young adults,
college may be a pathway out of homelessness. This study contributes empirical research to
understand the lived experiences of an underrepresented group in higher education through the
theoretical lens of resilience by acknowledging not only the challenges but also the internal
strengths and external supports that students encounter in college. The use of a resilience
framework offers a strengths-based perspective to this research that is aligned with the values of
the social work profession and is often lacking in research conducted with this population. This
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study will help professionals who work with this population, such as college counselors and
homeless service providers to understand the experiences of college students who are homeless
and provide services to support their educational goals. The result of this research generates
recommendations for future studies on homeless college students and helps to influence policies
to support them.

8
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Chapter 2 Literature Review
Homelessness impacts children and young adults in the educational system, regardless of
whether they are in kindergarten or college. To better understand the historical and political
landscape of the intersection of education and homelessness, a description of policies and
programs introduced to support children and youth through their educational journey follows.
This section also provides an overview of the experiences of homelessness among young adults
as they emerge into adulthood and seek to transition out of homelessness using education. A
discussion of trends in higher education and services for a broad range of students who attend
college including homeless students will also be included.
Homeless Children
Grades K-12
Homelessness challenges young people’s ability to learn. Much of the literature on youth
experiencing homelessness in school focuses on the challenges and barriers they face. Research
indicates that housing instability and frequent mobility of homeless children affect their ability to
enroll in school (National Coalition for the Homeless, 2009) and perform consistently (Biggar,
2001). Being homeless in an educational setting also increases the student’s risk of failing
academically (Cutuli et al., 2012; Samuels et al., 2010). Others have noted a lack of motivation,
and social and behavioral issues among homeless students in school (Carr et al., 2006; Fantuzzio
& Perlman, 2007; Helfrich & Beer, 2007). The inability to enroll, attend, and perform in school
creates academic disparities among homeless children and influences achievement levels and
educational outcomes. Research has found that the ability to succeed academically is an essential
milestone for youth and an indicator of future adaptation (Obradovic et al., 2009). Also, the
consequences of persistent achievement gaps among homeless children can follow them into
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adulthood, leading to a lack of skills to pursue economic opportunities, and financial and
residential stability (Rafferty et al., 2004).
Policy Context: McKinney-Vento Act
While having access to education is a basic human right, accessing this education is
challenging for students who experience homelessness. Being homeless makes it difficult for
students to stay motivated and receive the internal and external support they need to stay in
school (Carr et al., 2006). The McKinney-Vento Act (2015) provides federal money for a range
of services to those who are homeless. The education subtitle (VII-B) of the McKinney-Vento
Homeless Assistance Act (Public Law 100-77) guarantees that homeless students can continue
their education regardless of their living arrangements (U.S. Department of Education – Office
of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2002). The Act aims to address the educational
challenges, needs, and barriers to educating homeless children and youth in grades K-12. It
guides schools in dealing with students experiencing homelessness to ensure they are stable and
able to succeed academically.
The broad mandates of the Act include allowing children to remain in their school of
origin, requiring transportation to the school of origin, ensuring immediate enrollment, and
facilitating access to programs and services, including dispute resolution procedures (Scott &
Ruthven, 2011). Also, each state is required to submit a plan to ensure the removal of barriers to
school attendance for youth experiencing homelessness, and each school district must appoint a
staff person to serve as a local homeless education liaison. These measures are in place to
encourage interagency collaboration and prohibit the segregation of homeless students from
students in the general population (SchoolHouse Connection, 2019).
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In addition to homelessness, other factors influence students’ development and adaptation
in school. Some of these include poverty, unemployment, family conflict, substance abuse, and
mental illness, making it challenging to separate homelessness from the myriad factors that lead
an individual or family into homeless situations. Further, the literature does not address how a
school can influence homeless student achievement (Cutuli & Herbers, 2014; Masten, 2014a).
For example, homeless students might attend schools with a history of poorly preparing students
for college regardless of their living situations; thus, lower academic achievement for homeless
students may reflect the school’s deficiency and not the student’s. The literature also fails to
consider the different manifestations of homelessness a young person may experience or the
ways students think about themselves as homeless individuals (Moore, 2013; Hinton & Cassel
2013). While other factors impact the success of students experiencing homelessness, they are
offered protection by federal laws. The McKinney-Vento Act protects and ensures the rights of
students experiencing homelessness in grades K-12. While the College Cost Reduction Act of
2007 removes financial aid barriers for unaccompanied students experiencing homeless there is
no federal legislative response to institutions of Higher Education that ensures that students
experiencing homelessness are engaged and successful.
Homeless Young Adults
Emerging Adulthood
Emerging adulthood is a developmental stage between the ages of 18 and 29 (Murray &
Arnett, 2019). This period involves various events and transitions, typically characterized as
moving from a dependent to independent status. Some emerging adulthood features are the
experience of instability, a focus on self-development, and the belief in many possible pathways.
Emerging adulthood offers a paradigm for thinking about life stage development and
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understanding how young adults become independent and learn self-sufficiency. For youth
experiencing homelessness who are emerging adults, this transition is complicated because of the
instability of their housing situation.
Transitioning to adulthood has been examined in the literature through the lens of
normative youth development and does not acknowledge the development of youth experiencing
homelessness (Fowler et al., 2009). While youth development is viewed from the perspective of
chronological age and developmental maturity, other factors should be considered for youth
experiencing homelessness. Many of these individuals have already achieved some level of
independence. They lack resources in addition to having diverse life experiences which make
this transition different and more difficult. Research among youth experiencing homelessness,
who are on their own, points out that their survival behaviors, for example, finding places to
sleep and ways to make money; should not be judged based upon culturally constructed
normative behaviors but within the context of transiting to adulthood (Benoit et al., 2008).
Risk and resilience factors play a role in emerging adulthood. Risk factors may include
biological, psychological, cognitive, or environmental conditions that hinder normal
development and make a person more vulnerable to negative life outcomes (Dole, 2000).
Resilience factors (both positive and negative influences) interact dynamically to allow an
individual to face adversity and adapt to extreme stress. Difficult experiences can be viewed as
opportunities to grow, cope, and successfully function, and include individual differences,
adaptive processes, and contextual influences (Condly, 2006). Factors that impact the transition
to adulthood for youth experiencing homelessness include gainful employment, stable housing,
and the pursuit of education (Wenzel et al., 2012) just as they do for non-homeless youth.
However, youth experiencing homelessness lack social support and access to resources which
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makes this transition difficult (Benoit et al., 2008). Few studies focus on the transition of youth
experiencing homelessness to adulthood even though homelessness exists during a critical period
of their development (Zerger et al., 2008). There is a gap in the literature and limited research to
understand the unique features of homeless young adults during this stage of development
involving their transition through the full age range of emerging adulthood experiences.
Exiting Homelessness
Many young adults do not choose to be homeless. While we know that securing safe and
stable housing helps them exit homelessness, we do not have sufficient knowledge of how they
secure housing. The body of literature describing the phenomenon of exiting homelessness
identifies specific factors that support or create barriers for young people. Factors that support
exiting homelessness include contact with family and friends, dreams, hope for a different future,
and income assistance (Marr, 2012). A belief that things can change is an internal motivating
factor to support youth who are transitioning. Youth experiencing homelessness in Los Angeles
believed that having economic opportunities and being gainfully employed was essential for
them to be self-sufficient. Garrett and colleagues (2008) found that youth experiencing
homelessness living on the street perceived the following two factors as assisting them in their
transition to stable housing: 1) embracing mainstream values and accessing services from
agencies and 2) internal motivation. This study was conducted with street youth who
traditionally were not connected with organized programs and utilized the street economy to
survive. The ability to shift values and adopt the values of mainstream society was an important
factor in the transition to stable housing among this cohort of young people. While many young
people aspire to transition out of homelessness, staying motivated to make the day-to-day
changes required to change not only from familiar routines but external forces as well.
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Researchers (Brown & Amundson, 2010; Ryan & Thompson, 2013) have also noted
various inhibiting factors that obstruct the ability to exit homelessness, including lack of
resources (housing, financial), support, and internal drive to overcome these challenges. More
recent studies (Karabanow et al., 2018; Kidd et al., 2020) advise that youth experiencing
homelessness need concrete support and assistance from service providers to not only exit
homelessness but also to maintain stable housing once it is secured. While there are multiple
pathways out of homelessness this body of literature makes evident the need for targeted
outreach and interventions to facilitate emerging adulthood for these young people as they exit
homelessness.
Role of Education. Education is one pathway that many young people may take to
successfully transition out of homelessness and escape the realities of poverty. Studies in the
United States and abroad have identified education and training as vehicles that support a young
person’s positive transition out of homelessness (Karabanow, 2008; Maycock, et al., 2011).
Much of the literature dealing with understanding homeless students and college experiences is
limited to qualitative doctoral dissertation research (Crutchfield, 2012; Gupton, 2009; Tucker,
2010; Ambrose, 2016). One study confirms that education is a pathway to stability,
independence, and a search for self among youth experiencing homelessness (Gupton, 2009). A
major recommendation from this study points to the need for research that addresses the
context’s role in “constraining or enabling” transformations in the lives of youth who experience
homelessness (Gupton, 2009). In another study, Crutchfield (2012) discovered that youth who
experience homelessness lacked access to a range of services on campus for which they were
eligible, such as financial aid and academic advising. Tucker (2010) confirmed the importance
of proper support in achieving educational goals. He found that the students felt they could not
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deal with the rigors of college and achieve academic success without emotional and social
resources such as Upward Bound programs, academic advising, and family support. Ambrose
(2016) found that while being in college allowed them to escape the world of homelessness, it
also impacted the academic performance of these students. Many students were preoccupied with
addressing their basic needs (housing, food, etc.), experienced emotional stress, and were
isolated (no friends and disconnected from parental figures/role models).
Research samples in the studies described above were recruited from either group homes,
transitional living facilities, or shelters for youth experiencing homelessness. These study
participants were connected to housing, suggesting that previous studies have not captured the
range of homeless experiences for those who do not have stable housing. The sample sizes were
relatively small, comprising 10–11 participants, with study participants ranging in age from 18–
45, further demonstrating the limitations in the existing literature. Previous methodologies used
to study homeless college students varied from cultural biography using observations,
interviews, and document analysis (Gupton, 2009); semi-structured interviews (Crutchfield,
2012; Ambrose, 2016); and case study analysis using semi-structured interviews (Tucker, 2010).
While these qualitative methods appropriately examined the population, they limited the
researchers’ ability to seek an in-depth understanding of the complex phenomenon of being
homeless and attending college. However, research from these studies helps increase awareness
of homeless students on campus while also emphasizing the importance of providing support to
them. More research however is critical to building upon the current body of knowledge.
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Homeless Students and College
National Resources
The McKinney-Vento Act mandates college readiness and preparation activities for
homeless students. However, the Act does not go beyond secondary education. One major
provision stipulated through McKinney-Vento is college-preparation services to help youth
experiencing homelessness document their status as “unaccompanied” on the FAFSA
application. The “unaccompanied” youth status on the FAFSA removes barriers to financial aid
for unaccompanied youth experiencing homelessness going to college by determining and
granting them “independent student” status. Independent student status means that the student
meets the McKinney-Vento education definition of homeless (lacking fixed, regular, and
adequate housing) and is not living with a parent or guardian. More recent FAFSA data
indicated that during the 2018-2019 school year, 41,150 students applied for homeless
independent student status (National Center for Homeless Education, 2020). This data is only
for those homeless students who are unaccompanied, representing a portion of the college
students who may be homeless. It is most likely under representative of the total number of
students experiencing homelessness in school (Ellis, 2013). While the McKinney-Vento Act
requires college application assistance, the homeless education liaison’s support under the Act
varies based upon the district-wide number of homeless children and their role in the school
district (J. Pringle, personal communication, June 18, 2014).
Although they receive limited assistance, many homeless young adults successfully apply
for and attend college. For a young person who is homeless, going to college represents a
significant turning point that may create a “fundamental shift in the meaning, purpose or
direction” of his or her life (King et al., 2003, p. 186). However, there are very few policies and
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programs to support them as they move into postsecondary education. A discussion of the
resources and services available to college-going youth who experience homelessness follows.
There are resource guides and other support available to help homeless students transition
to higher education (SchoolHouse Connection, 2021; Casey Foundation, 2011). The Casey
Foundation provides a guidebook on financial aid for unaccompanied youth and students who
have been part of the foster care system. The National Association for the Education of
Homeless Children and Youth (NAEHCY) and the SchoolHouse Connection are national
support networks that promote and advocate for the education of all youth who experience
homelessness. The SchoolHouse Connection and NAEHCY provide information, training,
advocacy, and research to communities educating youth experiencing homelessness. This
includes directives on best practices to help youth experiencing homelessness succeed in higher
education. These programs include supportive services, coordination of services between
financial aid offices, student support services, and campus housing. Both organizations provide
scholarships to youth experiencing homelessness in college.
Portions of the Runaway Homeless Youth Act provide directives to ensure access to
higher education for youth experiencing homelessness, including increased placement and
retention of youth in postsecondary education programs and advanced workforce-training
programs (Runaway Children Protection Act, 2000). The College Cost Reduction and Access
Act (2007), amended in 2015, expands the qualifying age of youth from 21 to 24 years of age for
“unaccompanied” status when applying for financial aid (U.S. Department of Education, 2020).
Aside from these directives, there is a lack of support for students who experience homelessness
once they start attending a postsecondary institution (Hallett, 2010).
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Practice Context: Higher Education in New York State and City
Education is a powerful tool and is an investment that usually leads to employment
(Whitmore-Schanzenbach et al., 2017). The job of community colleges is to prepare students for
careers in a global society (Todd, 2012). The skills and educational levels of citizens influence
the economic well-being of the country. There are also presidential priorities for public colleges
that include vocational education and job training (Ayers, 2010). Partnering with businesses
locally to support the New York State labor force (Fiscal Policy Institute Report, 2009) is
another traditional role of public colleges in New York State. The state relies on colleges to train
workers and professionals to ensure the state’s economic health. But this responsibility is
increasingly harder to achieve by public universities because of shifting priorities.
CUNY has scholarships (Excelsior Scholarship) for students to attend college for free for
families with incomes less than $125,000 per year (CUNY, 2021c). The COVID pandemic may
make the cost of attending school increase, making it more expensive to go to college, thus
making college less affordable. Additionally, while there is a financial aid system in place to
help students pay for school, more students are borrowing to help pay their tuition and other
educational expenses since there has been a decrease in federal and state financial aid. This
incurring of enormous student loan debt upon graduation is substantiated by the College Board
(2013), which reported that 60% of students who earned bachelor’s degrees in 2011-12
graduated with debt. Even those unable to complete college are still responsible for the student
loans they received. Having a student loan debt carries many potential pitfalls, including the
inability to pay off the debt later. Higher costs associated with getting an education and the
ability to pay back student loans may impact the homeless individual’s ability to achieve
economic stability and transition out of homelessness.
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CUNY has experienced a loss of tenured faculty and an increase in part-time adjunct

faculty. This is due to financial constraints (Battle, 2019). The ratio of full-time faculty can also
have an impact on the quality of attention students receive. Lack of access to full-time
professors was found to create disparities for minority students at CUNY and SUNY (Flaherty,
2021). Students at CUNY are very diverse economically, racially, and ethnically. At CUNY,
60.5% of students’ parents did not graduate from college, 35% were born outside of the United
States, and 25.4% of students are over the age of 25 years old (CUNY-Office of Institutional
Research, 2019). The financial constraints at CUNY and the diversity of the student body are
creating a greater awareness of the rights and needs of students. More CUNY students are also
experiencing basic needs insecurity including homelessness (Goldrick-Rab et al, 2019).

The

changing landscape leads to the question of how CUNY schools are addressing the needs of
students who lack resources for food and housing.
Students in College
More nontraditional students are entering college. While the 17-to-24-year-old student
population has declined, older and mid-career adults are attending college (Lumina Foundation,
2016). This changing demographic results in more low-income and first-generation students
(those whose parents did not go to college). Public colleges admit a broad spectrum of the
population faced with various struggles and social ills, including poverty, domestic violence,
substance abuse, and mental illness (Applewhite, 2013). Limited policies and programs are in
place to support these at-risk students.
One vulnerable group attending college is youth aging out of the foster care system, who
also face a substantial risk of becoming homeless (Dworsky et al., 2009; Kushel et al., 2007;
Zlotnick, 2009). There is legislation supporting their higher education journey, including the
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Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act (2008). This Act stipulates
collaboration between child welfare and education agencies and ensures that foster care youth
have access to postsecondary education. The John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program
helps foster youth to develop independent-living skills, including financial and other support for
education and training (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Administration for
Children and Families, 2012). These policies and programs are designed to protect foster youth
and provide educational stability as they transition to adulthood while in foster care.
The social identity and socio-economic status of many students on campus place them at
risk of not being retained, given that it’s not just their failing academically that’s the problem.
These factors may include racial and ethnic minority backgrounds (Shield, 2004; Morales, 2008),
LGBT youth (Sanlo, 2004), and other diverse students based upon gender, age, socioeconomic
class (Terenzini et al., 1994). Additionally, research indicates that first-generation students,
including many from minority and low-income immigrant families, who mainly attend two-year
colleges, are not academically prepared for school, and have low graduation rates (Engle &
Tinto, 2008). These studies have found that students from marginalized groups often have
additional needs and suggest recognizing and identifying the needs of students on campus. For
example, food insecurity is defined as “the limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally
adequate, safe foods, or the inability to acquire personally acceptable food in socially acceptable
ways” (Coleman-Jensen et al, 2017). Research suggests that food insecurity on college
campuses is increasing, especially during the current pandemic, among low-income students and
those of color (Goldrick-Rab et al, 2022).

While the transition to college varies for each student

based on their situations and characteristics (Terenzini et al., 1994) students in marginalized
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groups may need assistance, and institutions of higher education should offer different types of
basic needs support to ensure student success.
More recently, researchers and policymakers are engaged in investigations of homeless
college students to understand how housing instability and food insecurity pose barriers to
college persistence and completion (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2013; Cady, 2014; U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2015). The National Center for Homeless
Education (2012) guides best practices in working with youth experiencing homelessness in
college. Their recommendations include identifying youth experiencing homelessness on
campus through posters and brochures, creating greater awareness among faculty and staff,
coordinating financial aid offices, providing supportive services, and campus housing for
homeless students, creating mentoring programs, and having food and clothing banks on campus.
Non-traditional Students at CUNY
Within CUNY, there are a variety of programs and services available for marginalized
and high-risk populations of students on campus. For example, the CUNY Educate, Develop,
Graduate, Empower (EDGE) program is for low-income students who are on public assistance
(CUNY, 2021a). The Accelerated Study in Associate Program at CUNY (ASAP) supports
students through graduation by providing comprehensive services and financial assistance to
help them to succeed (CUNY, 2021b). There are also specialized programs for women, veterans,
people with disabilities, Black males, and international students. Youth experiencing
homelessness may have needs like these and other subgroups (Hallett, 2010). Although their
needs and experiences may be similar in some ways, they are also unique. There are no services
designed specifically to support youth experiencing homelessness through their collegiate
experience. CUNY campuses have emergency financial assistance programs such as Carroll and
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Milton Petrie Student Emergency Grant funds, and Single Stop, that screen for public benefits
and provide legal, emergency food assistance, and community referrals. However, these
programs are not specifically targeted at homeless students. Homeless college students must
compete with other at-risk, low-income students to access emergency funds and assistance.
Conclusion
In New York City, one in ten public school students during the 2016-2017 school year
was homeless (Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, 2019). Homelessness affects
many students and research has identified the challenges experienced by homeless students in
grades K-12. Yet even though the McKinney-Vento Act is in place to protect and ensure their
educational rights there are problems with its implementation and service provision impacting
the educational achievement and success of homeless children.
Those who manage to graduate from high school and pursue post-secondary education
continue to face a variety of challenges. There is limited support to help homeless students
beyond college enrollment (such as resources for stable housing, financial aid, etc.). One cannot
assume that homeless students will access available support systems on campus or that campus
departments and programs will support these students. Research documents that students who
enter colleges, mostly community colleges, often do not remain matriculated long enough to
graduate (Kruvelis, 2019). Attending college while homeless is a phenomenon that has not
received sufficient attention, limiting the knowledge available to design evidence-informed
support for this vulnerable population.
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Chapter 3 Theoretical Framework
Resilience Theory
Resilience is defined as a “dynamic process encompassing positive adaption within the
context of significant adversity” (Luthar et al, 2000). Developmental psychologists (Garmezy,
1991; Werner & Smith, 1982) pioneered resilience research by examining adaptation in the
context of childhood adversities. The goal of their research was to investigate the correlation
between stressful life experiences and psychiatric disorders. Initially focused on understanding
child development, parent-child relationships, and well-being, research shifted to a focus on
sustained competence under stress and the ability of children to recover from trauma.
Some research seeks to gain insight into why some children and young adults can
experience healthy development despite the risks they face (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). It
also acknowledges that some individuals who encounter stressful events do not succumb to risks,
while conversely suggesting a weakness in those who don’t. Although resilience is dialectically
connected with risk, the resilience paradigm seeks to study positive rather than adverse
outcomes. Research in this area examines individual interaction with the risk (a situation,
trauma, environment, etc.) in which recovery, adaptation, and/or successful adaptation is
achieved. The figure below represents a conceptual model of resilience based on extant
literature which reflects the interplay of adversity and adaptation in describing resilience
(Masten, 2014a).
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Severe or
Cumulative
Adversity/Risk

Sucessful
Adaptation

Resilience

Figure 1 Model of Resilience
Predictors of resilience encompass both positive and negative dimensions. According to
resilience theory, the individual’s risk or adversity must be significant to be considered a
component of resilience (Garmezy, 1991). Successful adaptation to adversity and risk implies
competent functioning and increased development (skills, abilities, knowledge, and wisdom).
Resilience entails not only recovery but also strengthening from adversity. Also, it is not present
in every situation (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). While avoiding an adverse event or stressful
situation does not constitute resilience (because no conscious process is activated), it is also
difficult to determine when it is present. As a result, there is a variation in the conceptual
definition of resilience within the literature.
Research in this area recognizes different benchmarks to identify resilience, such as
personal attributes and social networks (Kolar, 2011). It also examines whether the interaction
of resilience factors with risk reduces the negative influence of risks. The discussion below
summarizes major findings that are germane to understanding resilience as a theoretical
framework.
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Over time, the concept of resilience has evolved and is a multidimensional construct.
Masten, Best, and Garmezy (1990) describe the construct of resilience as the “process of,
capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging or threatening

Resilience

circumstances” (p. 425). The figure below represents the definition of resilience.

Capacity
Process
Result/Outcome

Figure 2 Components of Resilience
Capacity refers to measurable traits of an individual that could be attributed to resilience.
Initial research sought to understand the innate capacity of resilient children by identifying
specific traits, such as high intelligence and cognitive ability (Rutter, 1996); self-regulation (i.e.,
the ability to control or regulate thoughts, actions, and emotions) (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007);
and an easygoing temperament (Luthar, 1993). Self-regulation implies that an individual has
natural characteristics that are fixed. Research in this area has sought to uncover internalized
capabilities and behaviors that lead to personal integration of experience and a sense of
competence. Resilience is determined not only by internal qualities and characteristics but also
depends upon other systems.
As a component of resilience, the construct of process is the mechanism through which
internal and external assets, such as personal characteristics, skills, and resources are harnessed
(Olsson et al., 2003). For example, how people shape their experience of risk and resilience
factors into their response and behaviors is an integral part of this component. The researcher
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examines the process by looking beneath a behavior or event to comprehend precisely what
factors or variables facilitate resilience. Process-based conceptualizations of resilience seek to
understand the interface of risk with protective and promotive factors that lead to adaptation.
Protective factors are characteristics that reduce the harmful effects of adversity. These factors
can include individual traits (high self-esteem, personal motivation); family and other social
support; and community assets (resources for education, employment). Promotive factors are
individual and contextual influences that exert direct positive effects on developmental
outcomes. Both protective and promotive factors operate irrespective of the level of risk
(Sameroff & Fiese, 2000), and serve to buffer or moderate against risk exposure (TaylorSheehafer, 2004). For example, environmental factors, such as family and supportive
communities, which promote resilience in children, are considered contextual assets that
moderate the negative effects of risk exposure (Tusaie & Dyer, 2004). The research seeks to
understand the interactional process between the individual and his/her environment. The
interplay of these resilience characteristics enables the young person to respond positively to
risks and alter or reduce the effects of adversity.
Adaptation or result-oriented resilience research refers to positive development and
patterns of functional behavior in the presence of risk (Olsson et al., 2003). Positive and
beneficial outcomes of stressful events represent the ability to adapt and achieve results (Masten
et al., 1990). Research on outcome-based resilience seeks to measure mechanisms that modify
the impact of risk and to understand how an individual can achieve successful results. Current
research trends propose that resilience cannot be looked at in isolation and that there are different
systems that interplay (for example, environmental systems, biological, psychological) to
determine resilience (Boden et al., 2016). As a result, the resilience of a person is always
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changing and the capacity for adaptation of an individual is distributed across interacting systems
(Masten, 2014b). Resilience is not a normative concept; therefore, the researcher defines what
constitutes adaptation, the population studied, and the domain of inquiry.
Resilience in the Context of Homelessness
Researchers have examined the attributes, behaviors, and characteristics of youth
experiencing homelessness that allow them to grow and develop under adverse conditions
(Thompson et al., 2016; Kidd & Shalar, 2008). Researchers working with this population
believe that marginalized youth, including the homeless and those who are homeless, can
achieve positive outcomes (Ferguson et al., 2014). This “hidden resilience” is based on how
youth experiencing homelessness construct their own identities rather than how society defines
good and bad outcomes in this population.
These researchers believe that the dominant group’s core values should not define what
normal functioning is for youth experiencing homelessness. This includes labeling the behaviors
of the homeless as adaptive or maladaptive. Homeless young people have an array of
experiences, and it is essential to give voice to the lives they live as a result of being homeless.
This includes recognition of their feelings of pain and suffering. Researchers also have noted
that the coping skills and adaptive behaviors of youth experiencing homelessness must be
understood in the context of their environment and circumstances (Thompson et al., 2016; Ungar
et al., 2013). Some researchers studying resilience in homeless young adults have sought to
define resilience based on the situational contexts they find themselves in and in their sense of
agency (Bottrell, 2009; Ungar, 2005).
Survival skills exhibited by youth experiencing homelessness are described as evidence
of resilience (Lee et al., 2011). Research has noted individual characteristics, interpersonal
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relationships and support, and positive life perspectives (Thompson et al., 2016). Cleverley and
Kidd (2011) identified the following evidence of resilience research among young people
experiencing homelessness: a sense of personal mastery; the ability to flexibly adapt one’s selfconcept to the street context; lowered reaction to the opinions and behaviors of others; the
construction of painful experiences as opportunities for growth; and strength taken from anger
and non-conformity. Ungar (2011) has described these personal strengths, relationships, and
resources as protective factors that mitigate risk. McElwee (2007) suggests that defining
resilience among youth experiencing homelessness may well represent the most fruitful direction
for future research in this area and refine our understanding of concepts such as coping,
opportunities for growth, beating the odds, and inoculation against future stress. Research (Kidd
et al., 2020) is also examining outcome-based resilience in youth experiencing homelessness and
provides insight into how they navigate themselves towards healthy outcomes while also
surfacing more questions about achieving these outcomes and how they manage their lives. The
studies previously mentioned advanced knowledge in identifying what resilience looks like in
this population.
While resilience research is promising in building knowledge, there are negative costs
associated with risk exposure. Resilience is often defined by dominant social values and societal
concepts of normality. The lack of focus on the impact of institutional processes, structures, and
social relations on those that are homeless is another area of concern. Bottrell (2009) believes
that while youth experiencing homelessness may exhibit resilience, society marginalizes them.
These youth face socio-economic disadvantages, along with differentiated societal and
ideological expectations resulting from the situation they find themselves in. Structural
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inequalities and invalidating external environments are structures that can constrain youth and
impact their development.
Conclusion
These studies provide explanatory evidence of resilience among this population.
Resilience theory is based on the phenomenological identification of survivor characteristics
(Richardson, 2002). This dissertation builds on resilience studies within a higher education
context. The use of the resilience construct in this study will provide a descriptive framework
for comprehending the processes used by college students experiencing homelessness. It will
create a space for them to share how they construct and perceive their experiences.
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Chapter 4 Methodology
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to understand the lived
experiences of homeless college students. It aimed to explore how college students navigate
their circumstances while pursuing their college education. This chapter provides a detailed
explanation of the research methodology used in this study. It includes the rationale for using a
qualitative research design and analysis using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. Also
discussed are the selection of participants at City University of New York campuses, data
collection procedures, and data analysis.
Method
Qualitative Approach
This inquiry amplified the voices of homeless young adults to understand their
experiences while going to college from a qualitative approach. Qualitative research is inductive
and ideographic as such allows the researcher to apprehend the perspectives of the participants.
Making meaning of detailed descriptions of what and how situations are experienced is the
foundation of analyzing qualitative data (Moustakes, 1994) and requires an intentional analysis.
The study was descriptive and utilized phenomenology as its methodology.
Phenomenology
The lives of those who are homeless encompass multiple realities that are mutable,
interpretive, and complex. To understand homeless young adults, the research design had to be
flexible to allow the researcher to uncover different forms of knowledge and truth. A
phenomenological approach is used to understand human experiences and how individual
situations are meaningfully experienced (Husserl, 1980), suggesting that understanding a person
cannot occur in isolation from their world. It makes no prior assumption of the phenomenon
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under study and views the phenomenon only as an observable reality (van Manen, 1990).
Philosophically, phenomenologists believe that each person has a unique perspective of the
world, and each person’s social reality is as valid as anyone else’s. Phenomenologists seek
general knowledge based on evidence (Wertz et al., 2011). From a social work perspective
phenomenology represented the best approach to use for this research as social workers know
that you must value the experiences of clients to help them.
Research Design
Selection of Participants
Sampling. Human subjects’ approval was secured from the CUNY Institutional Review
Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (IRB), in March of 2017, before study
implementation. The sampling was purposive to ensure the selection of students who attended
IRB-approved CUNY campuses. Interviews were held over 2 years, beginning in April 2017,
and continuing through May 2019. The initial Institutional Review Board application was
approved for recruitment to occur at Bronx Community College. Recruitment activities included
posting flyers (Appendix A) in “high traffic” locations on campus including different offices and
public spaces where students would see them. Examples of places where recruitment flyers were
posted included the cafeteria, library, Single Stop office, counseling office, and bulletin boards in
the classroom and office buildings. Meetings were also held on campus and emails and
recruitment flyers were sent to staff and professors with descriptions of the research project. The
flyer included information on how to contact the researcher, described examples of different
homeless situations, the financial incentive for participating in the research project, estimated
length of the interview, and ensured confidentiality of participants. Other recruitment efforts
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included tabling at a campus event where the researcher could speak with students about the
research and hand out recruitment flyers.
The recruitment process was challenging and was modified throughout the data collection
phases. IRB approval was requested and obtained for the following additional CUNY
campuses: Hunter College, Lehman College, Hostos Community College, Medgar Evers
College, LaGuardia Community College, and Queensborough Community College. Once IRB
approval was secured for each campus, the researcher was required to reach out to the campus
IRB Coordinator-Research Office to make them aware of the research project, provide additional
information, if requested, and follow additional campus requirements in campus recruitment
efforts. The researcher found that personnel at these institutions were aware of students
experiencing homelessness but were reluctant to allow the researcher access to them. It took
time for the researcher to build trusting supportive relationships on each campus to support
recruitment efforts. While research participants were recruited at the campuses mentioned
above, students from only three of the seven schools expressed interest in participating in the
study. CUNY Educate, Develop, Graduate, and Empower (Edge) program staff were
instrumental in assisting with recruitment efforts at two of the community colleges. A total of
ten students from three CUNY community college campuses were recruited and volunteered to
be a part of the study; no students were recruited from four-year campuses.
Screening. Students responding via email, phone, or text were screened to determine
eligibility for participation in the study. An eligibility screening form (Appendix B) was used to
ascertain what CUNY school they attended; their current housing situation; if homeless, where
they sleep at night; length of homelessness; and age. If eligible, students were compensated with
a round-trip subway transportation card.
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The study’s inclusion criteria were based on the age of the participant, homeless status,
enrollment at select colleges that were part of CUNY, and length of time of homeless. Students
eligible for the study were emerging adults. Emerging adults are defined as young people
between the ages of 18 and 29 (Arnett, 2016). This age range provided the best quality of data
for this inquiry on college students as the median age of CUNY students is 24 years of age at
both the senior and community colleges (CUNY - Office of Institutional Research and
Assessment, 2019). Capturing young people at this stage of their life as they transition into
adulthood provides insight into the decisions they make to create stability in their lives.
The definition of homeless status used as the inclusion criteria for this study was
consistent with federal guidelines defined by the education subtitle of the McKinney Vento Act –
Title 42, Chapter 119, Subchapter VI, Part B: Education for Homeless Children and Youths. It is
defined below:
“The term ‘homeless children and youths’—
(A) means individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence
(within the meaning of section 11302(a)(1) of this title); and
(B) includes—
(i) children and youths who are sharing the housing of other persons due to loss of
housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason; are living in motels, hotels, trailer parks,
or camping grounds due to the lack of alternative adequate accommodations; are living in
emergency or transitional shelters or are abandoned in hospitals.
(ii) children and youths who have a primary nighttime residence that is a public or private
place not designed for or ordinarily used as regular sleeping accommodation for human
beings (within the meaning of section 11302(a)(2)(C) 1 of this title).
(iii) children and youths who are living in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned
buildings, substandard housing, bus or train stations, or similar settings; and
(iv) migratory children (as such term is defined in section 6399 of title 20) who qualify as
homeless for the purposes of this part because the children are living in circumstances
described in clauses (i) through (iii).” (McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, 2015)
This definition of the McKinney Vento Act allowed the researcher to capture information
on different sleeping living arrangements, such as shared housing, couch surfing, and living
doubled-up. Additionally, participants must have experienced homelessness in the last month of
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the screening date for at least two weeks either with their biological family, independently, or
with others to be considered for participation in this study.
As previously described, the researcher used a screening form (Appendix B). Anyone
not meeting the inclusion criteria was excluded from the study. Those found to be eligible for
the study were invited to participate. All the participants consented to the study prior to being
interviewed. The researcher described the consent process, allowed each participant to read the
consent form, answered questions, and addressed any concerns. Each participant was provided a
copy of the consent form during the interview and given a list of community and college
resources for homeless students (Appendix C). The resource list included information on student
counseling services on and off-campus, the financial aid office on campus, including the Single
Stop program office, and information on homeless shelters, public benefits, and food pantry
community resources.
Each study participant was compensated with a $20.00 Amazon gift card and a roundtrip transportation card in exchange for their time and willingness to share their story. The
interviews ranged in length from 17-43 minutes and the average interview lasted for 30 minutes;
this did not include the time it took for the screening, consent process, and completion of the
questionnaire. Interviews were held in private spaces on campus (library, private office) that
were confidential and safe for both the participant and principal investigator.
Data Collection
Interview Guide
Before the start of the interview, participants were asked to complete a short
questionnaire that asked them to provide basic information concerning: their race; ethnic
identity; gender; gender pronoun; major in school, including their reasoning for choosing this
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major; the number of semesters and years enrolled at CUNY; student status (full or parttime);
whether they attended school uninterrupted, including an explanation of why they may have had
breaks in school attendance; grade point average; and the number of credits. The researcher used
the interview to follow up on the responses to the questions. This allowed the researcher to
better understand the student’s undergraduate status in college, collect basic demographic
information and ask participants about their academic experience.
An interview guide consisting of a semi-structured interview protocol of open-ended
questions (Appendix D), allowed participants to share their stories in their own words and
express their views on their terms. Through the interviews, the participants explored their
independent processes of reflection and disclosure. Open-ended questions entail an inductive
process to allow concepts and categories to surface from the participants’ words and for a
multiplicity of responses, from which themes emerged.
The interview guide included both context setting and open-ended questions. Students
were asked questions about how they were managing as a college student while homeless; what
barriers they were experiencing; what support system they had; any opportunities they had
experienced because of their homeless situation; and why college was important to them. Lastly,
they were asked for recommendations that CUNY could provide to support students
experiencing homelessness.
The principal investigator conducted all the interviews. The data collected from the
interviews were audiotaped for transcription and analysis. Safeguards were implemented to
protect the data throughout the study and included coding the data to protect participant identity.
Data was also stored on a password-protected computer and in a locked file cabinet by the
principal investigator.
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Data Analysis
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis has its roots in phenomenology and was
chosen to enter both the social and psychological world of the participant. IPA uses an
ideographic approach to data analysis and as such is committed to a detailed focus on a person’s
subjective lived experience rather than making universal generalizations (nomothetic). It also
recognizes the existence of a plurality of realities that may each be influenced by cultural and
social structures as well as by the participants’ inner thoughts and feelings. The goal of IPA is to
uncover the intentional relationship between the experiencer and the world, and the researcher
must make sense of this.
The process of analysis in IPA is both dynamic and iterative. Thus, the researcher
assumes a central role in the analysis of the participants' experiences and is not bracketed out.
Traditionally in phenomenology bracketing is done by the researcher to hold in abeyance their
pre-understandings and assumptions to attain experiences before making sense of them (Dörfler
& Stierand, 2020). In IPA the analysis is informed by the researcher’s prior experience,
assumptions, and knowledge.

Interpretative phenomenological analysis acknowledges that our

understanding of the world is derived from how we interpret it, which is the essence of the
hermeneutic interpretive school of thought (Reiners, 2012). Thus, understanding the meaning of
the experiences of individuals is the objective of the hermeneutic method. A dual interpretation
process (double-hermeneutic) involves the researcher understanding experience from the
subject’s perspective and the researcher trying to decode and make sense of what the participant
shared (Smith et al., 2009). IPA requires attending to talk and text in a sustained and detailed
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way. Eatough and Smith (2008) describe IPA as descriptive, empathic, critical, and questioning
to draw out and disclose the meaning of the respondent’s experience.
The analysis of interview data incorporated a resilience theoretical framework to
understand homeless college students’ lives. Theoretical frameworks can also be used in the
analysis if they can be related to the phenomenological account (Larkin et al., 2006). In this
study, resilience theory provided insight into how a pre-existing risk factor (e.g., homelessness)
influences young adults in college. Students attending college in the New York City
metropolitan area commute to campus since most CUNY colleges do not have campus housing.
Finding affordable housing arrangements in New York City for those with limited income is
difficult and attending college while homeless is very challenging. In working with young
people experiencing homelessness the researcher was aware that there are limited shelter options
(such as transitional living facilities) available to young people in school. This research
emphasized the importance of learning how students ascribed meaning to and make sense of
their situation given their context.
Data collected from a small sample of homeless CUNY students (N =10) represented a
commitment to quality IPA by providing a perspective on a phenomenon (Smith et al., 2009).
The study participants had a shared perspective based upon the phenomenon of interest
(homelessness), thus providing perspectival variation (Larkin et al., 2019). The data detailed
interpretative accounts of participants’ experiences which allowed for convergence and
divergence of the data. The analysis, based on the suggestion of Smith et al., (2009) included
analysis in three ways: descriptive experiences of the students; the way they described their
experiences; and the researchers’ interpretations of how the students understood the experiences
they described.
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Data analysis started after a case-by-case verbatim transcript was generated from each
student. The analysis included several steps. Initially, the transcript was read several times to
become immersed in the data and to code the text. Paying attention to the relationship (dialog)
between the researcher and the participant allowed for the emergence of an interpretative
account. The screening form and questionnaire completed by the students were also reviewed
with each transcript to facilitate achieving saturation. Next, a case summary for each participant
was developed based on the participants’ words. The researcher took notes during and after each
interview and these reflections were reviewed and used to develop the researchers’
interpretations of the interview. This included reflection on the researcher’s direct experience in
working with homeless young adults, and understanding of the homelessness experience in New
York City, including knowledge of structural supports and barriers. After a review of each
transcript patterns in the data and themes were noted. The researcher assured that the essence of
the participants’ experiences was conveyed by using a research assistant to help with data
analysis and a software program. This helped to compare patterns and emerging themes across
the data to determine conceptual similarities, divergence, and nuances.
The use of MAXQDA qualitative software was used for data management and analysis.
MAXQDA software helps to “inductively develop codes and categories directly based on the
data” (Kuckartz, 2014, p. 132). According to Davidson and Digregorio (2011), qualitative data
analysis software assists with “organizing, exploring, interpreting, and integrating data” (p. 629).
While there is precedent in using such software with IPA and in other phenomenological studies
(Binder et al., 2009; Callary et al., 2015; Moltu & Binder, 2011), the software was only used as a
tool by the researcher to identify and categorize themes. The use of MAXQDA allowed for
further analytical searches for emergent textural patterns. Consistent with IPA methodology, the
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researcher’s interpretive aspects remain the primary instrument for any findings (Smith et al.,
2009). Ultimately, student descriptions and the researcher’s interpretation were given primacy in
the construction of meaning-making for this study. The last part of the data analysis included
validation of interpretations by discussing the final themes with members of the dissertation
committee. This included reflection on the researchers’ perceptions, conceptions, and processes
to help establish coherence and plausibility.
Conclusion
This qualitative study captured the phenomenon of homelessness from the perspective of
self-identified homeless college students who attended colleges that are part of the CUNY
system. Interviews were held with ten students and the sampling was purposive based upon the
following criteria: homeless, attended a CUNY college, and age. The study captured students
experiencing different types of homelessness, all respondents attended community colleges and
were in the age range of emerging adults. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis was used to
understand and analyze their experiences. The following chapter will present findings as shared
by the participants. Below are the demographics of the participants and all have been deidentified and given pseudonyms. Homeless status is defined as a student who is homeless
independently (unaccompanied), not with their parent(s), living independently, and those who
are homeless with their parents are considered as accompanied.
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Table 1 Demographics of Participants
Pseudonym Age
Race/Ethnicity
(years)

Homeless status

Sleeping
arrangement

Length of
Number
homelessness of
(months)
semesters
at CUNY

Miguel

29

Latino

Unaccompanied

Couch
surfing

8

4

Michelle

27

Afro/Caribbean

Unaccompanied

Room rental
and work

9

8

Maria

20

Latina

Unaccompanied

Living with
boyfriend

4

4

Mario

24

Latino

Unaccompanied

Couch
surfing

3

1

Ada

20

Latina

Unaccompanied

Transitional
12
living facility

2

Elizabeth

29

Latina

Unaccompanied

Family
Shelter

24

4

Jose

19

Latino/African
American

Accompanied

Family
Shelter

6

3

Elena

29

“American”

Unaccompanied

Car

24

4

Camila

26

Latina

Accompanied

Family
Shelter

2

4

Luna

20

Latina

Accompanied

Family
Shelter

21

2
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Chapter 5 Findings
College students experiencing homelessness must navigate their housing situation while
dealing with the rigors of academia. This research shines a light on the crisis of homelessness
and its impact on college students. Homelessness is a growing problem in higher education and
CUNY research has documented that there are students who have unstable housing and are
homeless (CUNY - School of Public Health, 2020a). These students may not receive services
because their homeless status may not be known and colleges are not tracking the number of
students experiencing homelessness on campus (Bowers & O’Neill, 2019; Wilson et al, 2019).
Their personal experiences are often not known by those who can provide support to them.
This qualitative study using IPA provided an in-depth approach to understanding how
homeless students perceived and understood their situation. The study was guided by the
following research question: “How do young adults describe their experience of being homeless
while in college?” Secondary questions included: “What are the barriers and supports they
experience as part of their academic journey and how do they negotiate them?” and “What do
homeless young adults consider influential in their ability to pursue post-secondary education?”
This chapter begins by providing a snapshot of each participant and includes a
description of their sleeping arrangements, student standing in school (Grade Point Average
[GPA] and major), assessments by the researcher, and patterns noted from the interviews.
Students who have children will also be noted. Following the summaries, major themes that
emerged from the data will be described.
Participants
Miguel moved between street homelessness and “couch surfing”. He became homeless because
of domestic violence charges against him. Homelessness was traumatic for Miguel and impacted
his mental health. He shared “[I] got right back on track. I wasn’t gonna let it stop me”. As a
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result of receiving mental health treatment, Miguel was able to reflect on his experiences and is
using them to motivate him to persist in college. He expressed that he “feels good to talk about
it...I am winning.” Miguel majored in Early Childhood Education and wanted to be a teacher.
Miguel reported having a 2.5 GPA. He dropped out of college for one semester when he initially
became homeless.

He was also inspired by his son; wanting to be a role model and support his

son financially.

Michelle came to the United States from the Caribbean to go to college but her housing
arrangement; to stay with her extended family, did not work out, and she was asked to leave.
Being unstably housed was stressful for Michelle and she was looking for another room to rent.
She had two jobs; one was a part-time overnight job where she could sleep. Michelle’s second
job was on campus, and she expressed that she was very protective of maintaining her
confidentiality there. She shared that she was not trusting of mental health professionals, nor did
she access campus resources for assistance. Michelle reported her GPA was 2.8 with a major in
Nursing. She had a support system (immediate family and friends) and used different coping
mechanisms (positive affirmations, yoga) to manage her homelessness. Michelle expressed
wanting to help other students who were homeless, and she was also motivated to help her family
in her home country.

Maria lived illegally with her boyfriend (who lived in a restrictive supportive housing residence
only for males). Maria reported her GPA was 3.2 and was majoring in Chemistry with an interest
in becoming a pharmacist. She shared that she had to miss one semester of school to work and
save money. Maria escaped an abusive home situation where she felt very anxious and
uncomfortable living with her mother. This motivated her to create a better life for herself. She
understood the risk she was taking staying with her boyfriend but felt it was worth it and
expressed that she is with someone who loves her (has been with him for 5 years) and is no
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longer in her mother’s home. She shared that she is making plans with her boyfriend to find an
apartment where they can live together.

Mario was a veteran, a hard worker, and very focused on his goals (going to college, finding an
apartment, and raising his son in NYC). He stayed with friends and had also paid for temporary
housing (Airbnb). He had an infant son, whom he had full custody of, but who was not with him
in NYC; his mother had temporary custody of her grandchild. This was his first semester in
college. As a first-semester student, he did not have a GPA but reported he was doing well in his
classes. Mario majored in Engineering and had an interest in construction and environmental
development. Mario was frustrated with his housing search but was determined to find an
apartment so that he can bring his son here. He appeared to have unrealistic expectations of
raising his infant son by himself while going to school full-time, without local family support and
limited income.
Ada lived in a transitional living shelter for young adults and was grateful to have a place
to stay while in college. Ada was a transfer student at CUNY, having gone to college out
of state for one year. She reported doing well in her classes (“A’s”), majoring in liberal
arts with an interest in public health, psychology, and law enforcement. Ada disclosed
that her mother was mentally ill, did not believe in mental health treatment and that her
parents were in the process of separating. Ada was receiving mental health treatment and
understood the importance of it. She socially isolated herself and did not have friends
because she did not want to disclose her homeless status to them or on campus. She was
knowledgeable of resources and engaged with a community-based organization providing
services to youth experiencing homelessness. Ada shared “I manage it (living in a
shelter) pretty well” and reflected on her journey by indicating “…learning to take care of
myself at a young age.”
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Elizabeth resided in a family shelter with her three children (two, six, and seven years of age).
She separated from her husband after one year of residing in the shelter with him. She reported
that her GPA was 3.1 and she was majoring in gerontology with an interest in working with the
elderly. Elizabeth talked about how hard it was to be homeless with children and in college. She
disclosed that her relationships with her mother, brother, and husband were unhealthy, and this
was painful for her to accept. She was overwhelmed by the responsibilities of child-rearing and
studying and was receiving mental health treatment. She talked about the importance of
“fighting” for her family and was grateful for the support that she received from “the
government” (social service providers) and her faith in God. She shared “they are helping me to
walk.” While appreciative of the help she received she felt that more should be done to support
students with children on campus. She found an apartment and was nearing the end of her
homeless journey.

Jose was in a homeless shelter with his mother and younger brother. This was his second time
being homeless (previously homeless for one year) and living in a shelter with his family due to
non-payment of rent. While he shared that experiencing homelessness twice had been difficult,
his response to the questions lacked depth and he did not expand on or talk about the impact it
had on him. He reported that he had a “B” or “C” average and was majoring in Animation and
Illustration. Jose expressed not being concerned about making money and his passion for the arts
came through in the interview. He was connected to several programs on campus which provided
a variety of resources to high-need students.
Elena was homeless independently and was sleeping in a car for two years. “I ride the train (or
walk around) until my friend gets home and I can go to the car.” Elena reported that her GPA
was 2.8 and she was majoring in History. She had an interest in being a lobbyist or similar
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occupation to promote change and advocate for others. Elena was very passionate about the
support and services that homeless students need on campus and very critical of entitlement
programs in the community. Although Elena demonstrated resourcefulness and creativity in
structuring her life (study habits, sleeping arrangements, etc.), she was also struggling with
managing school and determining the best way to support her goals and create a stable, better life
for herself.

Camila resided in a homeless shelter with her brother and mother. Camila and her family had
resided in a homeless shelter for two months and reported previously that her family was street
homeless before moving into the shelter. She reported having a GPA of 3.06 and majored in
Biology with an interest in Animal Science. Camila isolated herself, did not have friends and
admitted being ashamed of being homeless. She felt powerless over her life (because of shelter
requirements and mandates). While acknowledging her anxiety she did not seek mental health
treatment. Instead, she focused on her studies, helping her mother, and looking for stable
housing. Her family was in the process of being transferred to another shelter and she expressed
hope that it would be closer to school and that they will have kitchen facilities to cook.

Luna and her family became homeless because the building they resided in was sold and the new
owner was going to renovate the building and raise the rent, which her family could not afford.
She reported that her GPA was 3.6 and she was majoring in Fine Arts. Luna had a positive
attitude regarding her situation, was not embarrassed about being homeless, and advocated for
those who were homeless during the interview. She openly disclosed her situation, with her
classmates and others on campus. She acknowledged the challenges of staying in a shelter and
was not comfortable there. She slept in the same room as her parents, and this impacted her
ability to study. She also did not feel respected by shelter staff sharing “Their job is not to
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support. Their job is to hinder. That’s what it seems like”; and said that the shelter staff was rude
to her and her family. Her family had a section 8 voucher and Luna expressed frustration over
finding an apartment that is affordable and suitable to meet their needs.

Participant Characteristics
Gender identity and pronouns were asked of each student. All the students identified as
cisgender, with three identifying as male and seven as female. They were all full-time
matriculated students on campus. Study participants had been in college for an average of 2.6
semesters. The least amount of time a student experienced homelessness was for 2 months, and
the longest time was 2 years. Students self-reported their GPAs as “C’ or above.
Half of the respondents resided within the NYC shelter system in diverse types of shelters
for both individuals and families. The remaining respondents had unstable sleeping
arrangements. Students in the sample were also in various stages of their homeless journey - not
looking for housing, seeking accommodation, to those who found housing. Of the five students
who were in a homeless shelter, three were in family shelters with their parent(s) and one was in
a shelter with her three young children. The remaining student was living independently by
herself in a transitional living facility for homeless youth. Residing in a shelter was not a
guarantee of stability. One student shared she was being transferred with her family to another
shelter and did know where they would be moving to. The student who was in a family shelter
with her three children reported that she had found a stable home and was moving out of the
shelter.
The five students who were not in the shelter system were homeless independently and
experienced instability and uncertainty around their living arrangements. Maria stays with her
boyfriend who lives in a congregate-care facility for males. Elena slept in an inhabitable place -
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car at one friend’s house – she showered and changed clothes at another friend’s home. She
shared that she waits until her friend’s mother leaves for work to have access to the apartment.
Michelle has a part-time overnight job that provides an opportunity for her to sleep, even though
she is supposed to be awake while working. Michelle also rented a room with someone with
whom she had a conflict with and as a result had to find another room to rent. Miguel was
“couch surfing” and primarily stayed with a family member who lived in a building that did not
allow people sleeping there who were not on the lease. Mario slept on a couch with friends, but
this arrangement was temporary. While these may seem like undesirable, unsafe, and risky
sleeping arrangements, these students were aware of their options and chose to live in unsecured
housing rather than in the shelter system. The data captured that homelessness can be a
prolonged and recurring experience. The longest length of time that a student in this study
experienced homelessness was two years and the shortest amount of time homeless was two
months. One student was previously homeless which points to the fragileness of housing
stability.
Themes
This research project using IPA provided a “microanalysis of the individual experiences”
(Smith, 2004) and a unique understanding of an understudied subpopulation of the homeless.
Interview questions asked participants how they are managing homelessness, what support
systems exist for them, and what barriers and opportunities they experience in their academic
journey. Participants were also asked why they were attending college and what
recommendations they had for assisting college students at CUNY who experience
homelessness.
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Students shared deep and rich experiences of what it’s like to be a college student who is
homeless, which revealed their needs, challenges, responsibilities, and dreams for the future.
Participants talked about the effect that homelessness has had on them, how their basic needs are
met, and the impact of homelessness on their academic studies. The themes reflected the stresses
of homelessness as well as insight into why these students persist in getting their college degrees.
The following five major themes emerged from the interviews: family impact on homelessness;
basic needs insecurity; the intersection of mental health and homelessness; disclosure, and
perspectives on the academic environment.
Family Impact on Homelessness
The students shared diverse perspectives on their pathway to homelessness which
overwhelmingly were influenced by their families. They included family discord (disruption in
the home), inability to find affordable housing, and situational factors (life events). Family
discord was reported as the predominant reason for homelessness. Many of the students became
homeless to escape the abuse and stress of living at home. The following descriptions illustrate
this theme as the students described the dynamics of their family situation.
Family Tension. Lack of support from the family was mentioned by several students.
The relationship Maria had with her mother was strained. She offered “[I] remind my mom of
my father and she did not like him … they had a bad relationship.” “She kind of takes her anger
out on me … the anger she had on him.” Maria further explained, “… don’t want to stay with
her.” Staying at home with her abusive mother, was something that Maria could no longer
tolerate resulting in her becoming homeless. Ada also talked about the dynamics in her home
that led to her leaving sharing that “I come from a very toxic family.” Her parents were on the
verge of separating, and her father was not happy with her choice to leave an out-of-state college
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to attend college in New York City. “My mom and dad were going through a divorce” … “Dad
was upset … I think it had some type of psychological thing where he was just bothering me.
Like bickering, and it just made me really paranoid.” This tension made Ada very
uncomfortable at home. She summed up her journey to homelessness with the following
statement. “I went from basically graduating valedictorian of my high school to basically being
the demon in my family and being homeless.”
Another student talked about how her actions in the home led to homelessness. Elena
was asked to leave because of her behavior in the home and her lack of respect for her mother.
She described it as follows:
“I do not blame my mother at all. She gave me tough love and that’s what I needed. I was just
partying all night and sleeping all day and she would come back from work and find me
sleeping. Then, I would wake up and say I’m hungry and she would cook me something, and I
would be on my way. She got tired of that. She got married. She was like I don’t want my
husband to see us arguing, you gotta go, so I left.”
Miguel was accused of domestic violence. He was incarcerated due to the allegations and
became homeless because he was unable to go back to the home he shared with his girlfriend and
son. He talked about the painfulness of the situation. He spent time in jail because of the
accusations but indicated that in the end, the allegations were eventually unsubstantiated. He
shared that although he was exonerated this did not change his homeless status.
Lack of Family Support. Michelle arrived in New York from another country ready to
attend CUNY with the promise of having a place to stay with her extended family. She quickly
became aware that she was not welcomed in their home. Michelle describes the tension she had
with her aunt’s son: he “is very controlling” and “he didn’t appreciate his mother helping me …
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he didn’t want me there anymore … so I kind of went on my own.” This situation caused her to
be homeless. Mario experienced a lack of family support differently. Mario followed his
dreams and relocated to NYC to make a better life and establish himself so his infant son could
join him. Mario was told by his parents to turn to family in New York City to help him find a
place to live and get settled. He had an income source (housing allowance that is part of the
veteran’s educational benefit) but could not find suitable housing nor could he rely on his family
locally for a temporary place to stay. Consequently, he initially used some of his income to stay
in temporary lodgings (Airbnb) and then resorted to couch-surfing with veterans he met when he
was in the military.
Elizabeth shared her story about the lack of support she received from her family and
partner and how this contributed to her being homeless. Elizabeth, whose second language is
English, described her situation with her husband before becoming homeless: “He was head of
household, and I was [to] take care of my kid [s].” Elizabeth blamed her husband for making his
family homeless and having to go into the shelter system. “I need somebody who’ll support me,
this person not support me. He got a lot of problem[s] economically. He lost – we lost
everything.” Once they became homeless Elizabeth, stayed with her mother and brother. She
left this situation because her brother was using drugs and she did not want her children exposed
to them. Elizabeth was with her husband and children in the shelter for one year until she found
out that her husband was unfaithful. “So, I throw him out, and then [I’m] alone with my kids. I
throw him out because he cheating me because I think that’s not fair for the whole family.”
Elizabeth recognized how important it was for her to take responsibility for her children without
the support of family.
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Other Familial Factors. The remaining students became homeless due to situations
occurring in their families. The death of a leaseholder (great-grandmother) caused Camila, her
brother, and her mother to be homeless. They could not remain in the apartment and Camila
indicated that “my mother was not on the lease.” Luna and her family were forced to move
because of a new building owner and inability to afford rent. Luna’s comment reflected her
understanding of her situation and captured her family's vulnerability. “We are a working
family. We just can’t afford the minimum rents in this city to have a home.” This student
understood the limited availability of affordable housing in New York City. The inability to find
an affordable place to stay was mentioned by these two students who were in a shelter with their
parent(s). Luna’s story demonstrates that the working poor is a population who are vulnerable to
becoming homeless.
Jose‘s situation was unique among the students in the study as he had experienced
chronic homelessness. Jose was living in a shelter with his mother and younger brother. He
shared that this is the second time he has been homeless. Jose explained that he was
transitioning from junior high school to high school the first time it happened. He did not share
details of his experience other than it was difficult, and he indicated that he was in a shelter for
six months. He describes being homeless a second time as creating a “setback…because you
don’t know how long you’re going to be staying there for this time around.”
While we do not know why Jose was homeless, there are multiple reasons why people
experience repeated episodes of homelessness. According to the National Alliance to End
Homelessness the situation is often related to an individual with long-term complex health
problems (National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2021). Students described a variety of
situations that revealed individual, relational and structural factors that were instrumental in how
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they became homeless. Below are the respondents’ discussions of the impact of homelessness
on their pursuit of a college degree.
Basic Needs Insecurity
The lack of access to adequate housing, including temporary and unstable housing, and
food insecurity are often referred to as basic needs insecurity and linked with poverty. Students
shared the challenges of securing their basic needs for food and income, including participation
in government assistance programs and employment.
Food Insecurity. Research has noted that there is a high co-occurrence between food
insecurity and homelessness (Miles et al, 2017; Tsui et al 2011). Most of the students (7 out of
10) talked about their experience of food instability on and off-campus. While many
participants received federal nutrition assistance (independently or in connection with a parent) it
often did not result in eating nutritious meals. The living environment of students impacted their
ability to not only store but also to cook food. This was mentioned by students who are in
shelters and those who are not. Elena slept in a car at night and did not have cooking facilities.
She shared that she microwaves food on campus and buys hot food, such as take-out fast food,
that is not always nutritious. Elena could not buy hot food with her food stamps and had to use
her cash allowance, which limited her disposable income. Other students shared that they eat a
limited amount of food due to their lack of financial resources. Low food security caused some
students to choose less filling or nutritious options. Camila made a conscious choice to eat one
meal a day. She indicated “I don’t eat breakfast or lunch, and I eat dinner only.” She resides in a
shelter and would eat when she returned there. Elena shared that she does not eat full meals and
only snacks on her two longest days on campus. She also mentioned that she was told by a staff
person on campus that since she gets food stamps she can eat. But having food stamps is not
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enough. Finances and living environment impacted the ability of many students to make healthy
choices regarding food.
Camila was aware of both the food pantry and meal vouchers on campus but does not
access these resources. She indicated that she cannot take food from the pantry to the shelter and
revealed that “I have trouble asking people for stuff. Yeah, I don’t like to, so I kind of depend on
myself to get everything.” For those living in shelters, there were other restrictions. One student
shared that you cannot store food in the shelter and can only eat prepared meals, which she
brings in to eat with her family. Those residing in shelters often have limited storage space and
may also be concerned about others taking their food from these shared storage spaces. Ada,
who lived in a transitional shelter, indicated that she had adequate kitchen facilities available to
her and shared that she cooks her food.
Like Camila, some students were aware of the Single Stop office on campus but were
uncomfortable about accessing them. Miguel was aware of the food pantry on campus but was
embarrassed to access it. “I’ve got this annoying shame thing on my back trying to carry a
grocery bag out of campus. I don’t know what it is, but I just won’t do it.” The ability to
address basic needs was hindered by students’ concerns for their privacy and their
embarrassment over their homeless situation.
Luna knew about the availability of campus food vouchers and utilized the food pantry
but shared her frustration in having to choose between buying a book and spending money on
food. She related “$200.00 for an online book and a code, and you’re thinking that’s more than a
month of food.” Budgeting was a priority for Luna who preferred to use her limited financial
resources to buy food rather than school supplies.
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Participation in Government Assistance Programs. For many, the ability to address
basic needs while homeless is contingent on their participation in government programs,
especially those providing financial assistance. Many students accessed these programs not only
in the community but also on campus. The CUNY EDGE program partners with the New York
City (NYC) – Human Resources Administration (HRA) and ensures that students maintain their
eligibility for HRA assistance by helping them to fulfill public assistance requirements. Students
or their parents who are enrolled in this program receive cash and/or food stamps. Half of the
students identified as participating in the CUNY EDGE program individually or with their
families. All the program participants felt supported by the CUNY EDGE program but were
frustrated with meeting Public Assistance (PA) requirements. Elena talked about the frustration
of maintaining her eligibility. Elena shared that “… I’m always in fair hearings and I’m in
reconciliation and they’re always closing my case (HRA -PA).” The barriers Elena experienced
because of program requirements by the NYC-HRA is not an isolated situation. Having an HRA
case involves mandatory participation in work or training programs, recertification requirements,
going to appointments and maintaining income eligibility.
Elena, who was very forthcoming regarding her HRA experience, discussed the hardship
that this poses on her when her PA case is closed “because that case is my whole life, and if you
do one mistake, it hurts my life.” For Elena and other students’ participation in government
assistance programs comes with a cost because HRA does not take into consideration the needs
and demands of college students, especially as it relates to work requirements. This same
frustration was experienced by other students working with homeless service providers in the
community. Luna struggled with having to spend financial aid money so that she did not have to
deposit it into her bank account since she had to submit her bank statements, along with her
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parents, to maintain their financial eligibility to remain in the shelter system. Whether it was
meeting the demands of HRA, or shelter requirements students felt burdened by the demands
placed on them to receive government assistance.
Employment. Most of the students (8 out of 10) were either looking for work or were
working. The pressure to work was influenced by their need for financial stability to address
day-to-day and future needs and expectations. Miguel, who was couch surfing, shared that he
was working with a community-based organization to secure employment to generate income.
Juggling the demands of school while working was also part of the daily routine for Michelle.
Michelle had a part-time job on campus and a part-time overnight job in the community to make
money to pay for a room. She had to work several jobs because her housing arrangements were
not stable, and she was looking for another room to rent. Mario, who had temporary housing,
was frustrated with his search to find housing but was working to save money for an eventual
move as well. Camila shared “I’m looking for a job now so I could pay for rent and we (her
mother & brother) can get out of the (shelter) system and have a better apartment.” Luna shared,
“Yeah I don’t wanna work, but I have to.” She did not want her work obligations to impact her
academic studies. While Luna had to work on campus the next semester, she expressed
gratitude, “small mercies”, that work will be adjusted around her class schedule.” While this will
make her life more complicated it will fulfill the work requirement of HRA.
For some, having to work was not only about addressing their immediate needs but also
about their long-term goals. Maria was looking for a job so that she can get an apartment and
establish her life with her boyfriend. Ada, who resided in a transitional facility, felt it was
important to work so that when she ages out of the shelter, she can afford an apartment. She

NAVIGATING COLLEGE WHILE HOMELESS

56

reported that she is saving money for her future move. She also spoke of her inability to enjoy
her college experience because of the pressure of working to save money.
The remaining two students chose not to work. Elizabeth had young children that she
had to care for and could not work. The other student, Elena, commented “I’m getting more
[money] on my benefits than working 5 days.” All students reported experiencing economic
challenges in meeting their basic needs and while employment helps to make ends meet working
also presented academic challenges for students.
Intersection of Mental Health and Homelessness
Many of the students in this sample openly discussed aspects of their mental health. Half
of the students shared that they spoke with a mental health professional. Two students disclosed
that they were seeing a psychiatrist off-campus. Ada started her college journey in another state,
became depressed, and left her college to come back home to New York City. Ada was in
treatment and revealed that she was hospitalized in a mental health facility for depression for at
least a month. She shared that “mentally, I became very depressed.” Ada also disclosed that her
mother is also mentally ill and is not in treatment.
Miguel was in counseling on-campus and saw a psychiatrist off-campus. He shared that
his mental health team helps him to process his traumatic experience of being arrested for
intimate partner violence. He was in a relationship with his partner for 10 years and is currently
living on his own. He described his experience as “damming” and “terrible.” He shared “when
this all began, I was severely depressed … I had been suicidal for a period of weeks.” Even
though he was in treatment, he expressed that he felt that “I do kind of have some fault when it
comes to coping” since he now must take medication. Miguel felt that having to take medication
was a sign of weakness and reflected his inability to manage things in his life.
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In discussing the stress of homelessness Elizabeth shared “… So all that kind of situation
in my head, oh wow, so psychological, I don’t know how – why I am even standing.” She
further acknowledged “I’m trying, but sometimes I feel like I can’t.” Being in therapy helped
Elizabeth manage her situation as she shared; “She (therapist) help me a lot ... that (therapy) help
me to have somebody that I can talk [to].” Elizabeth revealed that she “wants to grow” and
learn from this experience so that her family does not have to be homeless again.
Maria described the emotional toll she experienced while living at home with her mother
and expressed, “My mom made me extra anxious.” For Maria, leaving an abusive, traumatic
situation was the best option for her emotionally and helped to relieve her stress, even though she
was homeless. Maria was not in therapy but shared that “I’m a lot calmer and I feel loved and
motivated more at my boyfriend’s home.” Several students described being emotionally stressed
over their housing situation. As an international student, Michelle noted “The grass isn’t always
greener on the other side like everybody makes it out to seem. Some days are more stressful
than others.”
Ada captured the essence of the emotional toll of homelessness by expressing “being
homeless is a stressor in and of itself.” Camila acknowledged her emotional struggles but was
reluctant to take the time to go to counseling saying, “So I know I need to talk to someone to
deal with it [anxiety] … but until I know that I have internet where I am staying, my main focus
is to study and passing all my tests and make sure I graduate.” Camila’s priorities were focused
on her academic demands rather than her emotional needs. Students were attempting to
emotionally manage both the stress of homelessness along with the stress of maintaining their
academic standing.
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Benefits of Mental Health Services and Treatment. Many students were willing to
reach out for assistance in managing the pressures and emotional strain and accessed mental
health treatment. Luna expressed appreciation for having a mental health professional available
to her on campus through her involvement in a campus program. She shared, “… because just
having someone – even though she’s not like a dedicated counselor … having someone that you
can irregularly talk to does help.” Luna reached out for assistance when she felt she needed it.
She underscored the importance of self-care and knew what she needed to do. She went to the
counseling center “to help reduce stress because I have been under a lot of it.” These students
recognized that they required support and accessed services when needed.
Miguel had regularly scheduled appointments at the counseling center and was pleased
with the services that he received there. He shared “I’ve got a counselor on campus who helps
me to stay on board with things … for instance, just little things that help me get a leg up or little
things that allow me to stay with my head above water so to speak.” He understood the
importance of maintaining consistency in mental health treatment. Elena was referred to a
therapist on campus because her GPA fell below 2.0. She described her mental health treatment
as “… that was a gift from God …” She also indicated that therapy helped her to understand
why she was homeless and provided a platform and a safe space for her to express her feelings
and be heard. Until she went to therapy on campus Elena did not realize how her behavior
contributed to her mother asking her to leave home. Her willingness to explore this
therapeutically gave her insight into the consequences of her behavior which led to her conflict
with her mother and homelessness.
The pursuit of mental health services for personal growth was described by some of the
respondents. Michelle talked about campus resources she accessed to learn coping skills and
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indicated “I’m taking a stress management class [on campus].” Ada shared that her psychology
professor serves as her life skills coach and provides her with emotional support and coping
skills. Ada explained, “she has been helping me a lot with developing proactive coping skills.”
Also, Ada was in treatment with a counselor and a psychiatrist. These students acknowledged
the benefits of receiving mental health treatment and some disclosed their status in therapy.
The students in the study openly discussed their mental health symptoms and/or diagnoses and
provided insight on why they are guarded concerning their homeless status.
Disclosure
Homelessness threatens the well-being of college students who experience it and how
they feel about their homeless situation was evident in their responses. Luna shared “There’s no
shame in being homeless.” Elizabeth also disclosed that she is not embarrassed about being in a
shelter and was comfortable talking about it. She viewed her homelessness experience as
something “that help[s] you to grow.” Luna’s and Elizabeth’s responses were unique among
respondents, and some did not disclose their situation to anyone on campus. Luna understood
this as reflected in her comment “being homeless does not define a person but does impact
them.” Most of the students in the study were selective with whom they talked and discussed
their concerns about the importance of maintaining their privacy and confidentiality on campus.
Their comments revealed the shame and discrimination they felt regarding their homeless status.
Lack of trust impacted the ability of several students to speak with and relate to others.
When asked about going to the counseling office on campus Michelle shared, “Students are
scared to go up there because they are scared of their business being out.” Ada discussed being
selective with whom she talks on campus and in the community. She expressed “I don’t know
how professional people are. I’m just skeptical.” Not only is she selective about whom she
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speaks with professionally, she is ashamed of being homeless. Ada shared that among friends
and those she is dating she does not always share that she lives in a shelter. She added, “[I]
either come up with a story or try to decide if this is someone that’s worth disclosing why they
can’t come [to her home – the facility].” She isolated herself from the social experiences of
college. Maria kept her homeless situation private, and Camila also did not disclose her
homeless situation on campus. Many were ashamed and embarrassed and made a conscious
choice not to access services on campus or talk about their situation, and only let a few people
know about their homeless status.
Perspectives on the Academic Environment
Impact of Homelessness on Academic Studies. All students, regardless of their
housing arrangements, talked about the difficulty of balancing being homeless with their
academic studies. Addressing basic needs were prioritized along with college responsibilities.
Studying on campus was described as a necessity for homeless college students who discussed
the difficulty of studying off-campus. Jose shared that he could not study in the shelter and must
do so on campus. He did not indicate why it was difficult for him to study in the shelter. Camila
described the difficulty balancing her living situation with keeping up with her classwork. She
shared “Classes are hard right now; I’m jumping from one place to the other. And then knowing
that I have no internet where I’m staying, and I have to be at the library for a very long time to
do my homework and my projects.”
Camila and Jose shared that having stable sleeping arrangements did not guarantee that
students had adequate resources and accommodations to study. “I would like to have a little bit
more time to study” was echoed by Mario who worked and was looking for permanent housing.
He had to work, and this impacted his ability to study. For many of the participants staying in a
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shelter posed problems that included lack of access to the internet to participate in study groups
and do research; not having a secluded, quiet place to study; long commute to campus; and
having to abide by shelter regulations; and appointments in the community. All these factors
made it difficult for many students to feel comfortable or stable in their housing and impacted
their inability to study and stay focused on the demands of school.
Luna’s comments captured the frustration experienced by homeless students. Luna
acknowledged the support she receives on campus but shared “support only goes but so far when
you can’t do the last mile on your own. The last mile you have to do, you can’t do that easily.
It’s hard to seize them when you don’t have the opportunities to sit down and study, or write for
uninterrupted periods, or to go online and look at the stuff that’s being sent to you in time.”
Ada had a steady place to live. She compared living in a shelter with being in a college
dorm “a shelter is like when you go away to college you are kind of homeless anyway because
you don’t own the place. You’re just living there temporarily.” But, despite comparing her
living arrangement to a dorm she also acknowledged the restrictions and challenges of being in a
shelter facility. Ada discussed the chores she must do every day. “It’s like you can’t even take a
weekend off and not do your chore because you’ll get a writeup.” As it relates to the residents “I
feel like people are in a fight or flight mode they are ready to fight when you’re having a
conversation.” Ada had to navigate the requirements of living in a shelter along with her
relationships with the residents of the facility, all of which impacted her ability to concentrate on
schoolwork.
Students were forced to find other ways to study, with many spending a good deal of time
in the campus library. Using library resources and services on campus became important for the
homeless students in this study and as Ada shared “I notice I do focus better on campus.” The
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ability to have a place to concentrate on schoolwork provides stability to these students. This was
especially true for Elena who sleeps in a car, she acknowledges that “homework is a bit hard.”
For her, being on campus and spending time in the library provides a safe, warm, and secure
place to complete her homework. Luna also studied on campus due to internet connectivity
problems at the shelter she stays in. Other students used their commute time to study. Most
students were trying to keep up with their academic demands and made adjustments to fulfill
their classroom requirements.
Importance of College Education. The pursuit of a college degree was seen as an
opportunity that was an important part of the participants’ growth. Students experiencing
homelessness understood the benefits of a college education. Elena shared, “It’s the only thing
keeping me alive like the only thing I wake up to look forward to is to go to school because
there’s nothing else to look forward to. It’s just school and getting my education.” As a street
homeless student, college was what gave her life purpose and meaning.
Like Elena, all the students described their motivation for going to college and what
inspired them to persist. Luna described the benefits of going to college, “I see it as a way out of
poverty.” Luna understood the temporary nature of her housing situation. Using college to
escape homelessness was echoed as well by Maria. Maria revealed, “I feel that college is the
only way you can be sure that you’re going to have a good life.” She shared that she did not
want to be in a shelter or have a dead-end job. Like Maria, Ada feels college is a priority for her
that will allow her to have a career, thus allowing her to make sufficient money to take care of
herself and obtain a place to live. According to Camila, college “gets me the career I want. It
helps me to become what I want and to teach me, learn what I need to learn.”
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Those students who had children and families described being inspired by them. Miguel
shared that he is “trying to get better for my son.” Determination was expressed by Elizabeth, a
separated mother of 3 young children, who wanted to make a good life for her children. She
shared, “it starts with education that’s my dream I want a good job for my family.” Mario had
custody of his son and expressed a similar desire to build a life for him. He described college as
“the next step to a career for me and it’s the best way.”
Pursuing college because of family influence was also mentioned by others. Michelle
stated, “Education is a big thing back home.” She elaborated, saying that she wants a better life
for her sister and mother in their home in the Caribbean. The desire to help her family is what
motivated her to obtain a college degree. Jose discussed going to college and pursuing his
interest in the arts. He shared that his mother encouraged him to attend college to pursue his
creative interests. Luna’s perspective was that going to college would help create stability for
her family. These students shared their motivation for attending college and provided
suggestions for services for others who are experiencing homelessness.
Recommendations From Students Experiencing Homelessness. Several patterns
emerged from students when asked about recommendations they would make to support other
college students experiencing homelessness. These suggestions centered around housing and
financial assistance, and programs specifically for homeless students. Elena’s comments
summarized the importance of housing assistance for these students. She shared “so, I’m paying
for my college so it’s just more like hey, can you really help me because now I am paying just
for my education but not paying for a room. I’m giving my money to you guys and still not
having a place to sleep, put my head at night, just to be in this school.” Elena vocalized strong
feelings regarding the support she needs on campus. Housing was a priority for students and one
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that was recommended the most. Their suggestions included having available dorms and
emergency housing on campus and having a listing of affordable housing and rooms to rent in
the community. Another recommendation included having lounge areas on-campus for students
that include a room for taking a nap.
All students discussed the importance of the campus programs they were connected with
including EDGE, ASAP, Single Stop, and College Discovery (College Discovery programs
operate at 2 years colleges and provide support to students with educational and financial
challenges). The relationships students had on campus with these programs provided not only
concrete services but also guided and motivated them to stay in school. Ada described the
importance of her participation in the ASAP program, “they really help us navigate what we’ve
got to do.” While these programs were supportive, they were unable to address the multiple
needs of students experiencing homelessness. The provision of a program on campus
specifically designed for homeless students was suggested by several students. Elena shared
that providing someone with a piece of paper with resources is not helpful. She explained, “I
told them about my situation and they’re like okay, here’s this piece of paper and you can call
and see if they can help you.” Homeless students often require help to access resources in the
community including having someone to advocate for them. They also need assistance accessing
campus resources. Examples of such services include access to financial aid, tutors, books and
other classroom materials, the gym, showers, and lockers. Students also discussed their
frustration with the lack of services to support families, and other specialized groups of homeless
individuals.
Many students were not aware of financial resources available to homeless students on
campus; these included not only financial aid, but also access to meal vouchers, emergency
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funds, tuition waivers for homeless students, and financial support for books, school supplies,
and metro cards for public transportation. One student mentioned that courses on financial
management would be useful for homeless students. For some homeless students having
priority access to jobs on campus would be more helpful than working in the community. Ada’s
commented, “just advertise that you’re here to help [homeless] students.” Her comments
echoed what others also expressed, that homeless students are not made aware of services and
programs that are available to them and that colleges are not supportive of their needs.
Even in situations where students were aware of resources on campus, some did not
utilize them. As it relates to accessing food or eating on-campus students described their
concerns. A few students commented on the food options available to them on campus.
Michelle recommended that there should be lower-priced food in the cafeteria. The availability
of non-meat options in the cafeteria was important for Elena, who is a vegetarian. Maria also
suggested that cafeteria food should be affordable with different food choices. Having a wide
variety of food offerings in the food pantry was recommended by Jose. Ada was not aware that
she was eligible for a meal voucher and did not know how to obtain one. While students brought
food in the cafeteria, some were not aware that they had access to cafeteria meal vouchers but
felt that they should be more accessible to homeless students who cannot afford to buy food on
campus. While some are aware of the campus food pantry, primarily through Single Stop, not
many students took advantage of that resource or other services.
Conclusion
The findings presented in this chapter offer to the reader the essence of the phenomenon
by putting a face on college students experiencing homelessness. The differences and
similarities in their experiences illustrate the complex pathways and environments they are
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navigating as young adults. Their stories help us understand college students experiencing
homelessness through the prism of the following intersecting major themes: family impact on
homelessness; basic need insecurity; the intersection of mental health and homelessness;
disclosure; perspective on the academic environment; recommendations from students
experiencing homelessness. The following chapter includes a discussion of the findings.
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Chapter 6 Discussion
The results of this research represented a small-scale study at three City University of
New York community college campuses. A phenomenological approach, using IIPA as the
methodology, acknowledges the importance of context and how it can and does shape an
individual’s understanding and recollection of shared situations and experiences. The findings
and themes and their connection to the research question are discussed below.
Discussion of Participant Characteristics
Characteristics of Students Impacted by Homelessness
Homelessness takes different forms, which emerged once the sampling was complete,
allowing the researcher to capture the homeless experience of students across a continuum. The
study participants closely resemble the student body at CUNY. A CUNY study of students with
housing problems revealed the following characteristics: females, under the age of 30, have
children, are low income (under $20,000), support themselves financially, and work (CUNYSchool of Public Health, 2017). In this study seven of nine students who self-disclosed,
identified as Latinx. Seven of the respondents were female, and seven were homeless
independently and had to support themselves financially. Also, three of the students had
children. Study participants were emerging adults (Arnett, 2016) under the age of 30. Half of the
respondents indicated that they received public assistance benefits as they were recruited from
the CUNY EDGE program. Additionally, all were either working or looking for work. Research
shows that community colleges have greater numbers of homeless students (Goldrick-Rab et al.,
2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2016). Nationally, young people (aged 16 to 24
years of age) are also disproportionately impacted with 1 in 10 experiencing homelessness,
coming from households making less than $24,000 a year, are unmarried parenting youth,
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identity as LGBTQ, and as African American or Hispanic, non-white (Covenant House, 2021).
The National Coalition for the Homeless (2021) indicates that young people experiencing
homelessness disproportionately come from marginalized groups. The participants of this study
closely mirror the demographics of marginalized individuals.
Discussion of Themes
Homelessness is a multifaceted problem. When looking at the topic of collegiate
homelessness, it is important to acknowledge how students self-described their experiences.
Discussion and analysis of the themes will encompass the adversities they faced and their
adaptive responses to challenges. Following this is a discussion of their connection to resilience.
Below is the essence of the shared experiences of college students experiencing homelessness.
Family Impact on Homelessness
Most of the students described how fractured family structures contributed to their
housing status. Seven out of ten students described the tension in their families, lack of family
support (housing, finances), or partnership problems (intimate partner violence) as the reasons
contributing to their homelessness. Of these seven students, four left homes voluntarily and the
remaining three were asked to leave. Of the three students who were not homeless because of
family discord, two could not find affordable housing and the other did not disclose the reason
for their homelessness. The National Alliance to End Homeless (2020a) substantiates these
research findings and notes that family conflict and economic conditions are the roots of
homelessness for youth and young adults.
Basic Needs Insecurity
Assuming the role and responsibilities of being a college student was often overshadowed
by having to address basic needs. Participants described a range of difficulties associated with
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homelessness, food insecurity, and limited income. This included their impact on their academic
studies.
Food Insecurity. A study conducted by the National Student Campaign Against Hunger
and Homelessness (2016) found that 48% of college students who participated in a national
survey experienced food insecurity. In this study, the researcher found a higher instance of food
insecurity (seven of ten students). This included a lack of access to quality food, an inability to
store and prepare food, and limited income to buy nutritious food. This led to several students
consciously choosing to limit their food intake. Having access to food that could be eaten on
campus, such as microwavable food and snacks, was also mentioned. Not everyone was aware
of food programs on campus (food pantry and meal vouchers) and those that knew of these
services were embarrassed to access them. Students adjusted their food intake based on shame,
income, and ability to store and cook food.
Participation in Government Assistance Programs. Shelter and public assistance
programs posed challenges for several students. Students residing in shelters expressed
frustration and concern regarding shelter regulations and restrictions. Additionally, regardless of
their housing arrangement, they talked about the struggles they faced in maintaining their
eligibility and complying with mandates for government financial assistance programs.
Receiving public assistance benefits (cash and food stamps) was an important source of income
for students experiencing homelessness. Students expressed a lack of power and control over
their housing arrangements and institutional commitments. This aligned with the findings of
Crutchfield (2018) who described similar obstacles faced by students who had to maintain their
eligibility requirements with homeless service agencies. Also, students demonstrated their
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ability to access on-campus resources and support to comply with housing search and other
facility requirements.
Employment. Having money to address both their current and future financial needs
was a priority for all the students as evidenced by eight of the ten students who were focused on
employment. Those motivated to work also understood the importance of having income to not
only survive but also to transition out of homelessness. However, being mandated to work put
pressure on some students in that it conflicted with their academic requirements. Being
employed or looking for work impacted their ability to stay focused on coursework. Students
had to make difficult choices on how to use their money, including whether to buy school
supplies or spend it on basic needs such as food. While access to adequate income impacts
housing and food security, mental health is also a basic need.
Intersection of Mental health and Homelessness
Depression and anxiety were the common themes shared by six of the ten students when
discussing their experiences. Living as a homeless student in college was overwhelming for
research participants. College is a stressful experience under typical circumstances, and this was
exacerbated in students experiencing homelessness. Students are constantly exposed to stressful
situations and described normal reactions to abnormal circumstances. They acknowledged and
described the challenges of homelessness (frequent and sometimes sudden housing moves,
demands of service providers, fractured relationships with family members, and the shame of
being homeless). Also, being enrolled in college and dealing with the rigors of academia (lack of
internet, difficulty purchasing books and course materials, having a quiet place to study when not
on campus, attending class) contributed to their stress. Navigating both college and
homelessness at the same time creates additional pressures on the students. Whether the students
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experienced chronic stress or other mental health symptoms research documents the impact of
homelessness on the emotional well-being of young people, including the acknowledgment that
homelessness is a traumatic experience (Narendorf, 2017; Davies & Allen, 2017).
The pressures of academia impacted the participants’ psychological functioning. While
struggling emotionally with stress, depression, and chronic stress, some found ways to cope and
manage by their ability to seek mental health services and support within their networks.
Students who accessed mental health services found therapy to be beneficial to them which
suggests that they will access this service if it is easily accessible (walk-in appointments), and
they are encouraged to use this resource.
Disclosure
Being homeless in college created unique challenges for youth with many choosing to be
invisible on campus due to the consequences of disclosing their status. Lack of disclosure of
homelessness by students impacted the ability of some to access mental health and other critical
support services on campus. The shame associated with homelessness often results in students
hiding their situation from others on campus (Geis, 2015; Tierney & Hallett, 2012). The
literature also points out that homeless students may experience significant stigma regarding
their housing status, which can potentially act as a barrier to sharing their experience with others
and applying for help (Harris, 2017; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018). College creates structures and
routines which allow individuals to create anonymity and make them indistinguishable from their
peers within the boundaries of classes and other campus spaces. Students experiencing
homelessness can choose which aspects of their identity they share with others, thus putting them
in control of whom they choose to share with. Their mental health symptoms can also
disconnect them as evidenced by the inability of many students to trust and form intimate
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relationships, distancing themselves from others, and feeling powerless. This barrier caused
students to isolate themselves, with many failing to access resources on campus that could assist
them. They carried the burden of homelessness on their shoulders. Those who disclosed their
housing circumstances did so discretely with selected campus and off-campus providers. The
researcher experienced the impact of this in data collection efforts. Students were reluctant to
self-disclosure and the researcher worked with trusted confidants on campus to gain access to
study participants.
Perspectives on the Academic Environment
Impact on Academic Studies. Shelter rules and regulations were described as restrictive
and not suitable for the college students living in them. Students were often powerless regarding
shelter mandates, including rules about storing and preparing meals, keeping shelter
appointments, maintaining income eligibility when receiving financial aid, and curfew
requirements. Living in shelters often interfered with academic studies, such as internet access
and having a quiet place to study. The study participants lacked control over their living
situation and had to make sacrifices and adjustments to their routines and study habits to stay on
top of their schoolwork and class attendance.
Students experiencing homelessness described what it is like to manage basic needs along
with academic demands. Stephanie indicated “I’m, getting used to it now and trying to find
ways to study when I have no internet and do my homework on time”. Limited income also
made it difficult to make choices to spend their limited funds on meals, school texts and supplies,
or housing accommodations. Students described having to juggle appointments in the
community (such as housing searches), maintaining their eligibility for benefits programs, and
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employment. Students problem-solved and adjusted their schedules to balance their academic
demands with their commitments off-campus.
While students’ grades were not confirmed, since the study was not designed to verify
grade point averages, students acknowledged their challenges.

Also, all the students except for

two, reported that they have attended college consistently. Most of the students prioritized their
academics and put in the extra effort to not let their grades be impacted by their homeless
condition. Research points out that college students experiencing homeless prioritize basic needs
over academic demands (Hallett & Freas, 2018). Additionally, according to the U.S.
Government Accountability Office (2018) report food insecurity, insufficient food and housing
undermine postsecondary educational experiences and credential attainment for many college
students. This study could not conclude that basic needs insecurity impacted academic success.
Students maximized their time on campus by staying after classes and coming to campus
when classes were not in session to study in a quiet, safe space. Prior research by Gupton (2017)
suggested that college was seen as a place providing structure and security to homeless young
adults. The behaviors and survival strategies used by students to address their basic needs and
academic requirements demonstrate their ability to adjust their lives to accommodate changing
demands.
Importance of College Education. Despite their challenges, college students talked
about the importance of a college education. Students were determined not to abandon their
goals because of homelessness and expressed that they were motivated to persevere and focus on
their goals. They viewed homelessness as a temporary, surmountable challenge and had positive
expectations for their future. Students were future-oriented in their pursuit of college in terms of
majors to pursue, interests, and careers for the future. For Elena going to college was very
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personal and she shared it is “what is keeping me alive.” Homelessness was cited as the
motivation for many students to go to college (Gupton, 2017).
Recommendations from Students Experiencing Homelessness. Students were
resourceful and described supportive relationships on campus. Those students who mentioned
faculty described them as supportive and accommodating. While students demonstrated helpseeking behaviors, they also described barriers to accessing services including lack of knowledge
about campus resources and service fragmentation as well as avoiding programs that may be
helpful due to embarrassment over their homeless situation. Students provided insight into how
campus service delivery systems can be improved for the homeless.
Students described needing distinct levels of support tailed for the homeless on campus.
This includes flexibility to accommodate appointments in the community, tutoring,
transportation, counseling, and money for school supplies. Those students who were connected
to on-campus programs such as ASAP and College Discovery discussed the benefits of
associating with a program that provides comprehensive assistance. Students also shared that
they need assistance with the following: emergency, transitional, and permanent housing
assistance, meal vouchers, access to campus facilities including gyms, showers, and lockers,
drop-in mental health counseling, financial aid, and information on resources off-campus.
Students shared that the campus staff was not well-versed in understanding the best way
to help them. Campus staff working with these students should be knowledgeable of
homelessness and how the stigma of homelessness can serve as a barrier to service usage. Elena
shared that she had been handed a piece of paper with housing resources and indicated that she
needed more assistance than that (guidance and advocacy). Also, campus policies should be
flexible to accommodate students’ off-campus appointments and other situations that occur in
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their lives since students described difficulty with having to juggle multiple commitments.
College students experiencing homelessness have unique needs suggesting that they could
benefit from mentors or advisors on campus to help guide them through their school and offcampus commitments. Research has documented that a barrier to academic success that
homeless students face is the lack of a guide to help them navigate their higher education
experience; this presents an additional barrier to academic success (Julianelle & Foscarinis,
2003).
Resilience Framework
This study was guided by resilience theory. It did not include questions to explicitly
explore resilience however the semi-structured nature of the interviews enabled this phenomenon
to emerge. Resilience is only understood within the context of adversity and in this study,
college students were living through adversity, homelessness. The operationalization of the
construct was evidenced by the following.
Self–Efficacy
The most resounding personal characteristic demonstrated by the students was selfefficacy. Students believed in their ability to remain focused on their academic goals despite
their homelessness. This discipline came through as they talked about their study routine.
Participants often prioritized their academic goals over their basic needs. Students were flexible
and exhibited problem-solving skills to manage changing situations due to their homelessness
(sleeping arrangements, interaction with government agencies, finding a suitable place to study,
looking for permanent housing, etc.). Some were creative in their sleeping arrangements. They
made sacrifices and did what they needed to persist in college, maintain their eligibility for
government assistance, and make money for basic needs and academic materials. Miguel shared
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that although his journey has been stressful, he has faith and trusts his process. Michelle used
various self-care methods to help her to cope. Students created routines that allowed them to
persist and pursue their goals.
Supportive Relationships
External relationships provided the support that many students needed to persevere.
Miguel talked about “culling resources” to help him navigate his homeless experience and Maria
felt supported on campus by faculty and staff. Students developed trusting relationships with
friends, family, campus staff, and programs to support their personal and academic well-being,
this is evident by the support that they felt from the CUNY Edge program. Jose was engaged
with several programs on campus (Single Stop, College Discovery, CUNY Edge, work-study).
Ada was involved in several programs on campus (ASAP, Single Stop), received help from one
of her psychology professors, and was connected with community-based services for young
people experiencing homelessness. Elizabeth felt supported in her journey sharing “God give me
good people and I thank him for it.” Help-seeking behavior was also demonstrated among
students who received mental health services on campus and in the community. Institutional,
personal, and social networks provided stability and support for many of the students.
Students were motivated to maintain their college enrollment and graduate; and
expressed optimism and hope regarding this. They developed different coping strategies while
maintaining a positive outlook regarding their challenges. Mario shared that being homeless
“give me more motivation to make sure I’m never in this situation again or make sure nobody in
my family will ever be in this situation.” As a single parent, Elizabeth was “fighting for a good
life” for herself and her children. A study of students experiencing homelessness at a university
in London cited the following key factors that promoted resilience and influenced their decision
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to remain in college: sense of purpose, personal determination, and the relationship with their
families (Mulrenan et al, 2020). Maria expressed determination by sharing that she does not
want a dead-end job and knew the importance of education to her career goals. Several students
indicated that homelessness motivates them and gives them purpose and determination to pursue
college. Resilience looked different for each student given their housing and sleeping
arrangement, personality, whether accompanied or unaccompanied and other variables. Each
student demonstrated their capacity to exercise self-efficacy and resourcefulness through
interdependent actions which allowed them to secure the resources and services required to
navigate college.
Resilience theory assumes that individuals can manage and adapt to hardships, but
resilience is not static. While students were doing better than expected given their circumstances
resilience is a dynamic process that fluctuates, and students would need to be followed over time.
Resilience is more than a physical trait or characteristic; it is a process that must be situated
within a person's developmental context. Examining the role that social ecology plays in
development outcomes is important. Facilitative environments are necessary for an individual to
achieve a positive outcome. Social and physical ecologies can facilitate processes that protect
against risk and promote healthy development (Ungar, 2011). The college environment in which
students experiencing homelessness are engaged does not provide the necessary support to
ensure that they can persist. For students experiencing homelessness to have agency, they must
be in an environment that practices collective efficacy (Bandura, 2000). Students who
experience homelessness at CUNY do not have an interactional relationship with their campus
environment. CUNY does not have mechanisms in place to sustain with these students. While
resilience theory was a useful framework for this study and provided a strength-based
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perspective, CUNY must examine the role that its learning environments play in promoting
personal efficacy for these students who are underserved.
Summary
The discussion in this chapter presented the themes based on the research questions and
theoretical framework. The first research question explored how young adults described their
experience of being homeless while in college. The participants provided descriptive accounts of
their lives in the interviews including their daily routines. Most were thrust into homelessness as
young adults through their familial relationships. Family discord contributed to students being
homeless. All students talked about how homelessness impacted their lives and academic goals.
Their responses connected to a secondary research question as students described the
barriers and support, they experienced as part of their academic journey and how they negotiated
them. Experiencing college as a homeless student was stressful and challenging. Their stories
highlighted the vulnerability and risks they were exposed to. College represented stability and
predictability for students who had the strength and courage to persist. Students experiencing
homelessness demonstrated creativity and adaptability with a strong belief in their ability to
manage their homeless situation while addressing academic demands. This was demonstrated by
students in the way they took responsibility for their coursework by making sacrifices. They
navigated their housing challenge with support either from the community and/or campus
resources. On-campus, they developed trusting relationships with staff, professors, and
programs on campus. But some chose to isolate themselves from accessing resources on campus
and engage with their peers socially.
Study participants experiencing homelessness were also asked what influenced them to
pursue post-secondary education. Students were motivated to pursue college because they saw it
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as a pathway out of homelessness. Students perceived their homelessness as temporary and were
taking steps, by going to college, to change the trajectory of their lives. Their hopes and dreams
included the pursuit of advanced degrees, career interests, and creating housing stability and
financial security for themselves and their families. Despite this, the lack of knowledge of
resources available to them on campus and in the community was evident during the interviews.
Students provided concrete suggestions on how campuses can best support them. The
predominant recommendation was housing assistance. They needed assistance with finding
suitable and affordable accommodations. Financial assistance was also something that the
participants needed in addition to specialized programs and services for those experiencing
homelessness on campus.
The use of a resilience framework provided a better understanding of the capacities and
challenges of students. The stories shared by the students exposed the vulnerabilities that they
faced, along with limited coping strategies and resources to deal with the stress of homelessness.
Resilience was evident in students’ individual and shared experiences and included personal
characteristics along with supportive relationships, but campuses did not have promotive
interventions or protective systems in place to support these students. The final chapter will
build upon the findings and provide recommendations.
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Chapter 7 Conclusions and Recommendations
This research from a phenomenological perspective provided a lens to explain a
phenomenon (homelessness) from the perspective of college students. The students’ stories
highlighted how they became homeless, the challenges they faced, what motivated them to
persist, and their service needs. The discussion below will include study limitations,
implications, recommendations, and final thoughts. These findings are relevant to a range of
stakeholders, such as policymakers, college administrators and staff, social workers, researchers,
and students.
Study Limitations
There was a danger that participants would attempt to please the narrator or enhance their
descriptions of their experiences; however, the data suggest that these participants didn’t appear
to artificially be doing this. The sample was small which is typical for a phenomenological study
using IPA. As such, the generalizability of the findings cannot be assumed due to the sample
size and data being collected on only three CUNY community college campuses. Lastly, the
research was a snapshot of homeless students at a point in time and was not designed to
determine if students persisted in their educational studies or graduated from college since it was
not a longitudinal study.
Implications
This study contributes to the growing research on homeless college students. Previous
research has documented the consequences of housing and food insecurity on academic
performance (Payne-Sturges et al, 2018; Nazmi, 2018). The landscape has changed for students
attending college after the data for this study were collected. Institutions of higher education are
adjusting their learning environment to adapt to the COVID-19 health pandemic. This pandemic
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is changing the way we address those who are the most vulnerable. The needs of college
students experiencing homelessness are exacerbated and more college students will become
homeless because of the pandemic. A recent study on the effects of COVID-19 on CUNY
students revealed that 50% of students reported that they have some concerns about losing
current housing due to the repercussions of the coronavirus pandemic and suggested that more
students will experience homelessness (CUNY School of Public Health, 2020b). Additionally,
54% of students who had to withdraw from classes in the spring semester of 2020 said it was
because they needed to focus on securing and maintaining their basic needs, such as housing and
food. CUNY must be prepared to effectively respond to and manage this problem within the
context of local and statewide conditions (CUNY School of Public Health, 2020b). The current
health pandemic will impact the ability of students experiencing homelessness and basic need
insecurity to persist academically.
Contribution to Broader Knowledge
This research provides a significant contribution to the knowledge base of homeless
college students since the literature on this group of students is minimal. It also adds to the
growing awareness of the prevalence of homelessness on college campuses. It contributes to a
better understanding of this phenomenon which may motivate other schools to assess the
homeless situation on their campus. An increasing number of universities are acknowledging
college students experiencing housing insecurity (Broton, 2020), and are designing programs to
support these students. Institutions of higher education must take responsibility for their
academic environments by addressing the needs of students experiencing basic needs insecurity
and homelessness on their campuses.
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Implications for Social Work
Social workers have many opportunities to address homelessness on campus and in the
community. The research provided a greater understanding of how homelessness emerges and
the detrimental effects of fractured families on homelessness. Family dynamics were the major
cause of homelessness for the young people in this study. Social workers can identify families at
risk of homelessness to address discord and mitigate disruption through family mediation and
other supportive services to resolve disagreements and conflicts in families. Social workers also
promote social justice and can use their platform to advocate for institutional and social policy
changes that help to shift the perception of homelessness while also working to eliminate the
structural reasons for homelessness.
Student support services on college campuses need social workers to address basic needs.
“There is a growing understanding that given the complex social, environmental and
psychological support needs of students experiencing homelessness these are ideally best
addressed by social workers.” (R. Crutchfield, personal communication, 11/18/2021). Campus
counseling departments can work with mental health clinics in the community to leverage the
services they provide to students. Social workers can work collaboratively with the counseling
department on campus to design and provide trauma-based interventions to address the
debilitating effects of homelessness. Social workers are also adept at operating from a strengthbased perspective, which acknowledges the strengths that all individuals have. These
interventions can be used on campus to strengthen coping skills among college students
experiencing homelessness.
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Recommendations
Public Institutions of Higher Education
National organizations working with homeless students in college have advocated for a
Single Point of Contact (National Association for the Education of Homeless Children and
Youth, 2018) or a Higher Education Liaison (Bowers & O’Neille, 2019) on campus for students
experiencing homelessness. This person would identify, track, advise, and mentor students on
campus experiencing homelessness, including the provision of clinical, case management, and
referral services on-campus and in the community. Providing an entry point (person or program)
for students experiencing homelessness ensures that they receive adequate access, reduce stigma,
and receive guidance throughout their academic journey.
Housing was the number one recommendation by the participants and several students
had problems finding affordable, suitable housing even though they had the resources to pay
rent. As a public university, CUNY can partner with government and community-based
agencies and programs to develop housing options and resources for students. This should
include the creation of permanent housing as well as temporary, emergency, and transitional
living facilities.
Training of mental health and other key campus faculty and staff on how to best work
with homeless students is important. Mental health services for students experiencing
homelessness should be mandatory for students experiencing homelessness. Clinicians skilled in
trauma (Davidson, 2017; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017) and strength-based interventions will help
students to cope and provide emotional support in a safe space for them to process their feelings.
The promotion of holistic well-being can help to foster resilience in college students
experiencing homelessness.
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Research at public institutions of higher education should include both quantitative and
qualitative studies to increase knowledge of the homeless student population. This should
include longitudinal studies that would help to further understand student persistence and
graduation.
Recommendations for CUNY
CUNY is committed to making higher education available to all New Yorkers. Problems
with participant recruitment revealed not only that college students experiencing homelessness
are a hidden population on campus, but also demonstrated the difficulties the researcher faced in
developing collaborations with staff and faculty to conduct this research on individual CUNY
campuses. This reluctance underscores the importance of collegial support, cooperation, and
transparency for CUNY researchers conducting qualitative research on campus to mitigate the
risks involved in working with this subpopulation of students. A media campaign should also be
developed and implemented targeting students experiencing homelessness. The campaign would
serve to promote awareness and concern, reduce stigma (without specifying the term
“homeless”), and provide information on the locations of resources and services. Services that
are transparent and visible on campus would create a climate that supports these students. For
example, when students begin their college journey, they can be given information on resources
for students who experience homelessness and basic needs insecurity.
Homelessness is a complex problem and there are many barriers and challenges to
providing appropriate services, but CUNY has relationships with government and communitybased providers and institutional resources available to them. While there are campus resources
available to students, they are not specifically targeted at students who are homeless, nor do they
address their multiple needs. Students experiencing homelessness require “specifically tailored,
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context-appropriate, equity-focused interventions and research attention” (Dawson & Jackson,
2013). The response to homelessness at CUNY differs across the campuses and the needs and
resources available at each campus are different. Needs assessments should occur at each
individual campus but should not stop there. Campus and communitywide action plans should
be developed.
There are many best practice models throughout the university through which students
experiencing homeless may filter through. Existing programs and services at CUNY should be
duplicated and expanded upon for homeless students system-wide to effectively leverage
resources. Cross-system and community collaborations can foster a climate that is supportive of
students experiencing homelessness on campus. CUNY School of Public Health - Healthy
CUNY initiative is a resource and vehicle to facilitate system-wide delivery models. For
example, their recent report on food security on CUNY campuses can provide guidance on how
to improve upon existing campus food resources (CUNY School of Public Health, 2020b). This
partnership between Healthy CUNY and CUNY schools can create a comprehensive CUNYwide plan for homeless students including temporary and permanent housing opportunities such
as access to housing vouchers, placements of students in shelters near campus, and access to
beds in transitional living facilities and shelters for young people. As a public institution, CUNY
can partner with the NYC Department of Homeless Services and the New York City Housing
Authority. Formal memoranda of understanding between CUNY, public housing authorities, and
nonprofit homeless organizations should be developed. This would include the implementation
of service delivery models that are specific to the college and community environments.

NAVIGATING COLLEGE WHILE HOMELESS

86

Policy Recommendations for CUNY
Identification of students experiencing homelessness on campus is critical to not only
understanding the scope of the problem but also identifying those in need. Policy changes that
enable coordinated information sharing between programs and departments on campus are one
way to gather this information. Many homeless students, either through the FAFSA or selfidentification, identify themselves. Campus financial aid departments can make sure they are
screened for financial and other assistance they need. CUNY can also initiate an investigation of
local and statewide policy changes that can support students who are homeless (emergency and
temporary housing, housing vouchers, food stamps, employment, municipal services such as free
or reduced fares to access public transportation).
The City University of New York has received funding from the Coronavirus Response
and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act, 2021 (CRRSAA), Public Law 116-260, Higher
Education Emergency Relief Fund II (U.S. Department of Education – Office of Postsecondary
Education, 2020). The funding authorized by this Act is being used to provide financial support
to students throughout the duration of the pandemic. Additionally, the State of New York has
allocated funding to CUNY, Comeback Program, to eliminate outstanding tuition and fees debt
due to the pandemic (CUNY, 2021d). While all CUNY students need financial assistance to deal
with expenses and losses experienced during the pandemic, students experiencing homelessness
compete with the total student body at CUNY for these funds. Students need information on
financial assistance available to them, aid in applying for financial aid, and workshops on
budgeting and money management. CUNY must create policies that not only ensure the
equitable distribution of funding for college students experiencing homelessness but should also
examine other policy changes that will support vulnerable students experiencing basic needs
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insecurity. CUNY is the largest public university system in the nation and as such can take a
leadership role in creating learning environments that are supportive of all students.
Implications for Theory
This study sought to understand the co-constructed narratives of college students’
experience with homelessness through a resilience framework. It built on the existing literature
on resilience among the homeless and provided insight into the different ways students in college
experience it. A significant finding from this study, which is verified by other research (O’Neill
& Bowers, 2020), is how important internal attributes and external factors are to educational
persistence which represents evidence of their resilience.
As a point in time study, the researcher was unable to determine if the study participants
had a stable trajectory of healthy functioning given the changing nature of their experiences and
environmental conditions. Future studies using resilience theory should be longitudinal to
explore processes used and needed by students to persist in college. Additional research can help
practitioners and institutions of higher education to develop more effective interventions to foster
protective factors and mitigate risk in the lives of these students.
Final Thoughts
The research revealed the risks and vulnerabilities of students experiencing
homelessness. While they demonstrated adaptability in addressing their immediate and basic
needs, they did not always have the tools or knowledge to access resources based on their
context. The results demonstrate the challenges of meeting basic needs which often served as a
barrier to academic demands. Homeless students missed out on the opportunity to fully immerse
themselves in their college experience. While students created routines in their lives to create
stability, they did not have a balance in their lives, and this was reflected in the prevalence of
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mental health symptoms. Services must be in place to ensure their emotional well-being and
healthy development.
This research is timely and relevant given the current pandemic and the changing nature
of homelessness, suggesting that the population of those who are homeless is increasing
(National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2020b). The current global crisis will have a long-term
impact economically and socially (Yeyati & Filippini, 2021). As a result, many more people will
become homeless, and college campuses will have more students facing housing instability and
homelessness. Understanding homelessness in the context of college is important and college
students experiencing homelessness deserve the opportunity to focus fully on learning. CUNY
must ensure equity for these students and is well-positioned to provide integrated services on
each campus to reduce the stigma of homelessness and promote academic success by bolstering
their ability to be resilient. This research provides a new understanding of college students
experiencing homelessness and points to opportunities for CUNY to increase their likelihood of
degree completion and a pathway out of homelessness.
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Appendix A - Recruitment Flyer

Note: Picture of campus placed here

Are you in school at ___________________Community College?
Do you move around or sleep in different places without a regular
nighttime residence/place to live?
Do you stay in a shelter?
If so, I would like to talk with you about your experiences in my
dissertation research study.
To qualify as a participant in this study you must be:
Between 18–30 years old
Currently enrolled/matriculated at ________________________
Living in a temporary situation, lacking a stable place to stay, or:
Living with someone temporarily (couch surfing) – not in your own place;
Living in a shelter, motel/hotel;
Living in a place not typically used for housing (for example, a car);
Homeless
The interview will last about 60-90 minutes and your answers will be kept confidential.
You will receive a round-trip metro card and a $20.00 gift card for your participation.
Please contact Bertha at _______________or email her bfountain@gradcenter.cuny.edu for more
information or to participate in this research study.
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Appendix B – Screening Instrument - Bronx Community College
THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
The Graduate Center and Silberman School of Social Work at Hunter College
ELIGIBILITY SCREENING SCRIPT
Title of Research Study:Navigating College While Homeless: A Phenomenological Inquiry of
the Young Adult Experience
Principal Investigator:
Bertha Fountain, LMSW
Thank you for talking to me about my research. This research study seeks to understand the
experiences of homeless students who go to college. I would like to ask you a few questions to
determine whether you are eligible to participate in this research. Would you like to continue with
the screening?
Instruction: If yes, continue with the screening. If no, thank the person.
The screening will take about 10-15 minutes. I will ask you some questions about your age, where
you currently live, any problems with housing you may have recently had or are currently
experiencing, what CUNY school you attend, and if you are currently enrolled in school. You do
not have to answer any questions you do not wish to answer or are uncomfortable answering, and
you may stop at any time. Your participation in the screening is voluntary. At the completion of
the screening, you will receive a round trip metro card.
I will make my best efforts to keep your answers confidential. No one except the research team
will have access to your answers. If you do not meet the eligibility criteria, I will not proceed to
the informed consent process. No data will be collected or documented on you if you do not meet
the study’s eligibility criteria. If you meet the eligibility criteria, I will read the informed consent
statement to you during the consent process or you can read the consent form during the consent
process. The informed consent form also contains the study’s eligibility criteria.
If you do not qualify for the study your answers and identifying information will be destroyed and
you will be given a roundtrip metro card for your time. If you qualify for the research project and
decide to participate you will be asked to sign the informed consent form. The answers you provide
on this screening form will be kept with the research record.
Would you like to continue with the screening?
Instruction: If yes, continue with the screening. If no, thank the person.
1) Do you attend Bronx Community College?
2) Are you a currently enrolled, matriculated student?
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3) In the last 30 days/month, for a period of at least two weeks, did you experience any
of the following:
a. lost housing
b. shared housing temporarily (living doubled up, couch surfing)
c. stayed in a motel, hotel, trailer park, or camping grounds due to lack of
alternative adequate accommodations.
d. stayed in an emergency or transitional shelter; a public or private place not
designated for or ordinarily used as sleeping accommodation for human
beings;
e. slept on campus, in a car, park, public spaces, abandoned buildings,
substandard housing, bus or train stations, or similar settings.
4) Where are you staying right now?
5) How long has this been your living arrangement?
6) What is your date of birth (how old are you)?
Thank you for answering the screening questions.
Instruction: Indicate whether the person is eligible and requires additional screening; or is not
eligible and explain why.
Do you have any questions about the screening or the research? I am going to give you a couple
of telephone numbers to call if you have any questions later. Do you have a pen? If you have
questions about the research screening, you may call or email me:
Bertha Fountain
Bfountain@gradcenter.cuny.edu
Phone number: _________________
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or if you wish to voice any
problems or concerns to someone other than the researchers, please call CUNY Research
Compliance Administrator at (646) 664-8918.
Thank you again for your willingness to answer out questions.
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Appendix C –Consent Form/Reference List
THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
CUNY Graduate Center and Silberman School of Social Work at Hunter College
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY
Title of Research Study:
Principal Investigator:
Faculty Advisor:

Navigating College While Homeless: A Phenomenological
Inquiry of the Young Adult Experience
Bertha Fountain, LMSW
Dr. Nancy Giunta, MSW, PhD
Assistant Professor
Silberman School of Social Work at Hunter College

You are being asked to participate in a research study because we do not know about the
experiences of homeless students who go to college.
Purpose:
The purpose of this research study is to understand the lives of homeless young adults who attend
college by identifying specific barriers and supports (in school and in the community) they
experience. Also the study seeks to explore how to best support homeless young adults in their
academic journey.
Procedures:
If you volunteer to participate in this research study, we will ask you to do the following:
o Participate in an interview in a private location of my choice (on campus in a
private office or off campus).
o The interview will be audiotaped to help me remember the important information
that we talk about. If you would prefer not to be recorded let me know and the
interview can be done without recording you. If you do agree to be audiotaped,
you can review, edit, and/or erase anything on the tapes. You also do not have to
give me your name for the interview.
•

Some of the questions you will be asked are:
1. How are you managing being in school and homeless?
2. Why is college important to you?
3. How would you describe the barriers and opportunities you have
encountered?
4. Based upon your own experiences with your living arrangement while
attending college, how would you describe the ideal academic
environment for students in similar living situations?
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5. What or who has supported you in college?
Time Commitment:
Your participation in this research study is expected to last for a total of 1–1.5 hours.
Potential Risks or Discomforts:
• Some of the questions in the interview are personal and sensitive and you may experience
some discomfort answering them. If you feel that any part of any question is too personal
or too difficult to answer, you do not have to answer.
• If I ask you any questions that you do not want to answer, feel free to just let me know and
they can be skipped. If you need to take a break at any time during the interview, let me
know and the interview can be paused. You can stop the interview altogether at any point.
• In this type of study, questions sometimes come up that deal with personal or private
information. The information that you share in this interview will remain confidential––
no one outside of the research team will ever connect your name with any of your answers.
I hope that makes you feel comfortable speaking with me about your experiences.
• If you are upset after the interview, please tell me so that I can help you find a trusted staff
person (on or off campus).
•
Potential Benefits:
Young adults may benefit from talking with an interviewer about their life experiences. Talking
to others about oneself and one’s life goals can be a positive experience for some people. In
addition, they may gain emotional benefit from taking part in the production of research related to
homeless college students which can contribute to the limited knowledge that policymakers and
college administrators have about their needs, which has the potential to impact future policies and
college programs.
Alternatives to Participation:
You may choose not to participate in the study. Any service you receive at this college will not
be affected by this choice.
Payment for Participation:
You will be paid for participation in this study with a $20.00 gift and a round trip metro card. I
will pay you at the beginning of the interview. You do not have to answer all of the questions in
order to receive your gift and metro card.
Confidentiality:
As the Principal Investigator (PI), I, Bertha Fountain, will employ my best efforts to maintain the
confidentiality of any information you share during this research study, including information that
can identify you. I will protect your confidentiality by doing everything I can to keep others from
learning about you being in this study. I will share this information only with your permission or
as required by law. Myself, along with authorized CUNY staff and government agencies that
oversee this type of research, may have access to research data and records in order to monitor the
research. Research methods provided to authorized, non-CUNY individuals will not contain
identifiable information about you. I also want to remind you that I am mandated to report to the
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proper authorities any information you share which indicates that you are in danger of harming
yourself or others.
The information I collect from you will be from an individual interview. Following the interview,
I will transcribe the recordings (into a Word document). You are welcome to review the recording
and/or the word document whenever you wish. You can also edit or erase the recording if you
want to. If you would like to review or change anything on the audiotapes or in the word document,
please contact me at the email below. The audiotapes will be stored in a locked file cabinet in my
office. At the end of this study, I will destroy the audiotapes. I will keep the Word document
indefinitely on my password-protected computer. The information will be accessible only to me.
Publications and/or presentations that result from this study will not identify you by name.
Participants’ Rights:
Your participation in this research study is entirely voluntary. If you decide not to participate,
there will be no penalty to you, and you will not lose any benefits to which you are otherwise
entitled. You can decide to withdraw your consent and stop participating in the research at any
time, without repercussions. You may also refuse to answer any questions you do not want to
answer and still remain in the study. Your answers to the questions will not affect your services
at this college in any way. You are free to drop out of the study at any point and dropping out will
likewise not affect your services at this college in any way.
Questions, Comments or Concerns:
If you have any questions, comments, or concerns about the research, you can reach me by phone
or by email:
Bertha Fountain
Bfountain@gradcenter.cuny.edu
Phone number: ______________
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or you have comments or
concerns that you would like to discuss with someone else, please call the CUNY Research
Compliance Administrator at 646-664-8918. Alternately, you can write to:
CUNY Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research
Attn: Research Compliance Administrator
205 East 42nd Street
New York, NY 10017
Audiotaping Consent:
I give my consent to be audiotaped in this individual interview (circle one).
YES
NO
Signature of Participant:
If you agree to participate in this research study, please sign and date below. You will be given a
copy of this consent form to keep.
____________________________________________________________________________
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Printed Name of Participant
_____________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
Date

Signature of Individual Obtaining Consent
______________________________________________________________________________
Printed Name of Individual Obtaining Consent
______________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Individual Obtaining Consent
Date
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Campus and Community Referral List
Bronx Community College
Main Campus number: (718) 289-5100
General Counseling, Loew Hall, Room 434, 718-289-6477
Personal Counseling, Loew Hall, Room 430, 718-289-5223
Writing Center, Sage Hall, Room 100, 718-289-5279
Math Lab, Carl Polowczyk Hall, Room 303, 718-289-100 Ext. 3029
Academic Success Center, Sage Hall Room 201, 718-289-5401
Single Stop, Loew Hall, Room118, 718-289-5179
Public Safety, Loew Hall, 5th Floor, 718-289-5923, emergency number: 918-289-5911
I.D. Cards, CUNYCARD ID room in Colston Hall
CUNY EDGE program, Loew Hall, Room 106A, 718-289-5849
Health Services, Loew Hall Room101, 718-289-5858
Disabilities Services, Loew Hall, Room211, 718-289-5874
Financial Aid Office – Colston Hall Room 504, 718-289-5700
Bursars Office – Colston Hall, Main Level, 718-289-5627
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Community Resources

Shelter - Housing/emergency/transitional
30th Street Men’s Shelter -men only, open 24 hours
400 East 30th Street
New York, New York 10016
(212) 481-4631
Brooklyn Women’s Shelter – women only, open 24 hours
116 Williams Avenue
Brooklyn, NY 11207
(718) 483-7700
Covenant House – Crisis Shelter - under 21 years of age
460 8th avenue
New York, New York 10036
(800) 388-3888

Drop - In Centers
Grand Central Neighborhood Drop-In Center – open 24 hours
147 East 43rd Street
New York, New York 10017
(212) 818-1220
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Safe Horizon – Lower East Side Drop in Center
Harlem Drop In Center
33 Essex Street
209West 125th Street
New York, New York 10002
New York, NY 10027
(646) 602-6404
(212) 695-2220

Soup Kitchen/Food Pantry
New York City Rescue Mission – Soup Kitchen & Food Pantry
90 Lafayette Street
New York, New York 10013
(212) 226-6214

Give Them to Eat
800 East 156th Street
Bronx, New York 10455
(718) 993-8378
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Appendix D - Questionnaire and Interview Guide

Questionnaire
o What gender do you identify yourself as? ________________
o What gender pronoun do you use? ______________________
o How would you describe your ethnic or racial identity?
_______________________________
o What are you studying?________________________________

o What attracted you to this area/major? _________________________
o What is your status in college (full time or part-time)? __________________
o How many years of college have you attended? ___________________
o How many semesters have you been going to school? ________________

o How many credits do you have? _________________
o What is your GPA ____________________

o Have you attended college uninterrupted? _____________________

o If not, why were there breaks in your attendance?
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
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__________________________________________________________________

Interview questions (with probes underneath main questions)
How is college going for you?
Explain some of your experiences.
What happened?
Why do you feel this way?
How are you managing being in school and ______________(use the description
of the living situation mentioned by the student in the screening form)?
How does your living situation affect you in college?
What are your experiences?
How have you navigated these experiences?
Do others know of your status/living situation?
Who and/or what has supported you in this process?
What do you think are your greatest strengths that help you cope with your
living arrangement?
What kind of resources have you used to support you in school?
How have you used them (i.e., university programs, financial aid,
academic advising, community-based organizations, and/or other
assistance)?
What relationships or connections to people assist you?
Can you define the roles of these relationships/connections (family
member, teacher, mentor, etc.)?
How would you describe the barriers and opportunities you have encountered?
How do the barriers (for example breaks in semesters, living situation,
finances, etc.) affect your ability to come to school, study, rest, etc.?
How do the opportunities influence/impact your ability to come to school,
study, etc.?
How do you deal with these challenges?
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Why is college important to you?
What (or who) influenced you to go to college?
What are your career goals?
What role does your major (mention what they put on the questionnaire)
play in influencing or supporting your goals (career, personal, financial,
etc.)?
How does your living situation influence your career goals?
Based upon your own experiences with your living arrangement and attending
college, how would you describe the ideal academic environment for students in
similar living situations?
What could others do to help you or other students living in similar
situations?
What changes need to be made?
What resources or support do you feel you need to continue school and
graduate?
What role should the college and/or the community play in providing
these resources?
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